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ABSTRACT 
The City of Morro Bay, California – Sign Ordinance Update and Embarcadero District  
Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan  
 
Erik Berg-Johansen 
 
  
 
This report includes a Draft Sign Ordinance, a Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan, 
and a background report for each product. The final products were created thought a 
process involving extensive research, community outreach, and detailed discussions 
among City of Morro Bay staff.  
The Sign Ordinance 
It was discovered that signs are important to business owners and residents due to their 
effect on both economic and aesthetic issues in communities. This report documents 
research of scholarly articles, case studies, and community outreach efforts. This report 
includes survey results and analysis that reveal the opinions of Morro Bay business 
owners, and also their ideas in regards to the sign ordinance update.  According to many 
business owners, the current sign ordinance is convoluted, virtually unenforced, and 
unfairly applied. It was the goal of this project to hear what the community desires, and 
then apply this knowledge to a proposal that residents and business owners in Morro Bay 
approve of.  The proposed sign ordinance aims to be fair and user-friendly, while 
ultimately enhancing community character and aesthetic quality in the future. 
Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan 
The Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan was created to promote tourism in the City 
of Morro Bay and negate the need for A-frame sign use in the Embarcadero District. The 
plan includes three alternatives that are intended to spur discussion among the Planning 
Commission when the proposal is presented. The background report associated with this 
plan is intended to provide the reasoning behind the proposals, and give readers of the 
plan background knowledge on directional signs in general. Similar to the sign ordinance 
background report, this report documents research of scholarly articles, case studies, and 
community outreach efforts. 
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Chapter 1: Project Background 
1.1 Project Summary 
 
In 2011, consultants hired by the City of Morro Bay formulated a draft sign ordinance. Due to 
certain inadequacies within the code and apparent disagreement among decision makers, the 
ordinance was never approved by the Planning Commission.  In fall of 2012 the City decided to 
make another push towards implementing a new updated sign ordinance. Extensive research was 
conducted in order to formulate a plan that is clear, concise, and well accepted by the community. 
The existing draft ordinance has been edited, reorganized, reformatted, and greatly expanded.  
The new draft ordinance takes an entirely different approach when it comes to calculating 
allowable sign areas, and also tailors sign regulations to different districts within the City.  This 
background report documents information and evidence gathered, and was used as a tool during 
the process of making important decisions during the process. The following research was 
conducted during the creation of this background report: 
• Analyzed scholarly journals that discuss marketing, advertising, and theory behind 
signage and city sign codes 
• Gathered ideas by researching sign ordinances from other California cities  
• Evaluated Morro Bay’s current sign ordinance and the older 2011 “draft ordinance”  
• Conducted surveys to capture the public’s opinion on various sign issues  
• Analyzed data from outreach efforts conducted in previous years 
• Consulted Morro Bay city staff and planners from other cities to gain knowledge about 
zoning ordinances and signs 
• Reviewed memos, staff reports, and various correspondences regarding the sign 
ordinance 
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1.2 History of Signs in Morro Bay 
 
Morro Bay, California is a place that probably has more signs than most other cities of similar 
size. This phenomenon can be attributed to tourism, which supports a relatively high amount of 
retail stores, hotels and restaurants within the City (see a map of all businesses in Appendix 1.1).  
These mentioned business types require signs to advertise their name, as well as offered goods 
and services.  Today Morro Bay has an abundance of businesses for a town of its size, and an 
economy based primarily on tourism; but when did commercial activity begin to emerge in Morro 
Bay, and what was the economy based on before the emergence of tourism? 
 
According to Roger Castle’s and Gary 
Ream’s book Morro Bay, CA: Images 
of America, there were documented 
cases of commercial activity in Morro 
Bay as early as the 1910s.  One of the 
first was Cornelius Silva, who 
brought his family to Morro Bay 
around 1917. He and his son Alfred started one of the 
first commercial fishing operations shortly after moving to the area. Although this example 
provides evidence of commercial activity in Morro Bay, fishing-based businesses at this time 
would not have had a storefront or any type of signage (p. 15). There is, however, later evidence 
of signage from photos and stories related to the developing restaurant business in Morro Bay, 
which surfaced sometime during the 1920s or early 1930s.  One particularly amusing story about 
signage dates back to 1951, when Lavern and Tommy “Loggie” Loggins reopened the Chat 
N’Chew restaurant on Main Street. They put up a new sign that read, “Chat N’ Chew Terrible 
www.digitalchocolate.org 
Figure 1.1: Morro Rock 
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Food.”  According to the source the town was “endlessly amused when the new sign went up” 
(Castle and Ream, 2006, p. 26).  
It seems that some of Morro Bay’s signs today are relics of the past, preserving the playful, 
dynamic themes jumpstarted by the Chat N’ Chew restaurant. In contrast, there are other signs 
currently existing within the City that are inconsistent with the eclectic beach town character 
enjoyed by residents and tourists alike. Unappealing signs not only deflate the rich history of this 
past farming and fishing village, but detract from the natural aesthetic beauties the City prides 
itself on. An updated sign ordinance will attempt to remedy these issues, and preserve what 
residents and business owners found so attractive about the City nearly 100 years ago, and what 
they find so attractive about the City today. 
1.3 Geography and Demographics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.2: Location Map 
w  
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Geography: 
The City of Morro Bay, CA is located on California's coastline halfway between San Jose and 
Los Angeles.  The City sits on a hill along Morro Bay, a body of water protected from the Pacific 
Ocean by a wide sand bar. The bay provides calm waters for recreational kayaking and safe boat 
mooring.  Furthermore, the safety of the bay allows shops, restaurants, and hotels to locate along 
the waterfront.  To the north of Morro Rock lies a large public beach popular with both surfers 
and sunbathers. 
 
Demographics: 
According to the 2010 U.S. Census, the City of Morro Bay has a population of 10,234 and a 
median age of 48.9 years old.  There are 4,844 permanently occupied households, and 1,125 
housing units used for seasonal, recreational, or occasional use. Of the 4,844 permanent 
households, 2,583 units are owner-occupied, and 2,261 are renter-occupied. 
According to Morro Bay’s Businsess Database (2013), there are 45 hotels and motels, and 55 
restaurants within the City to support the estimated 41,327 motel visitors in July of 2012. (Morro 
Bay Economic Development Program). 
 
1.4 The Four Districts 
 
Instead of organizing the code by zoning district (i.e. commercial, visitor-serving, industrial), 
discussions with Morro Bay City staff revealed that organizing the ordinance by district was 
preferable. It must also be noted that survey results (which will be discussed in detail later) 
support this preference.  In contrast to the traditional methods of specifying allowable signage by 
zoning district or having one set of specifications for the entire city, the four-district 
organizational strategy bases regulation solely on geographic location. It is hypothesized that this 
method will work well in Morro Bay because the four distinguished districts are very distinct. 
That is, businesses in each district, for the most part, exist in a similar economic setting and have 
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similar signage needs.  Smaller scale tourist-serving businesses located in the Embarcadero 
District, for example, have certain characteristics that necessitate the need for a customized set of 
sign regulations.  The four districts are as follows: Embarcadero, Downtown, North Main Street, 
and Quintana Road. Figure 1.3 shows the general location of each district. A more detailed map 
of the four districts can be found in Appendix 1.2. 
 
Embarcadero District: 
Serving as the City's primary tourist destination, the lively Embarcadero District lines the 
beautiful waters of the bay. This area is located directly west of the downtown district, and 
includes some of the city's finest restaurants, cafes, and hotels. The Embarcadero area also houses 
the majority of tourism-related shops within the City. Candy stores, gift shops, clothes stores, 
wine tasting rooms, and recreational based businesses (kayak rentals, sport fishing/whale 
watching tours, etc.) make up the bulk of these tourism-oriented businesses.  Including only one 
narrow road and limited parking, this district is dominated by pedestrian activity. 
Downtown Area: 
Figure 1.3: The Four Districts Map 
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The Downtown District is at the heart of Morro Bay, existing east of the Embarcadero and 
southwest of Highway 1.  The Downtown Area houses the majority of the City's hotels, banks, 
churches, offices, parks, and public service buildings. There are also numerous restaurants and 
other smaller retail establishments such as art boutiques, antique stores, and markets.  Morro 
Bay’s Downtown sees more pedestrian and tourism traffic than the North Main and Quintana 
Road Districts, but less than the Embarcadero district. 
 
North Main Street District: 
The large North Main Street District runs parallel to Highway 1. This district, which exists north 
of the Downtown District, is home to restaurants, large supermarket (Spencer’s), apartments, 
single-family homes, industrial uses, and other medium-scale retail businesses.  The majority of 
this district lies within a mixed-use zone, which means both residential and commercial uses are 
allowed. Currently there is an abundance of pole signs and monument signs in this area designed 
to attract the attention of drivers traveling on Highway 1.  Although pedestrian activity exists in 
this district, it is dominated by automobile traffic. 
 
Quintana Road District: 
The Quintana Road District spans the northeastern and eastern borders of the Downtown District. 
Quintana Road is unique because the City's larger commercial buildings exist here (such as the 
Albertson’s/Rite Aid building). It is also important to note that this defined area includes multiple 
gas stations, which exist on the intersection of Morro Bay Blvd. and Quintana Rd. This district, 
compared to the other three, is the most auto-oriented (and least pedestrian friendly). 
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Chapter 2: Signage 
2.1 Sign Definitions and Discussion 
 
Signs are everywhere we look in today's society, and for various reasons, signs are an important 
aspect in all communities. The United States Sign Council defines signs as "Any device visible 
from a public place whose essential purpose and design is to convey either commercial or 
noncommercial messages by means of graphic presentation of alphabetic or pictorial symbols or 
representations" (USSC, 2011, p. 22). 
 
Signs portray information about businesses, mark landmarks or places of interest, and direct 
people to their destinations. Signs also keep the roads safe by displaying traffic information for 
bicyclists and automobiles. Helge Lobler argues that non-verbal signs act as a service, stating that 
they are "...the application of skills and knowledge for the benefit of another party" (Vargo and 
Lusch, 2004; retrieved from Lobler, 2010). Signs have long been used on a global scale to 
communicate messages and information to all people. A list of different sign types are as follows: 
  
A-Frame Signs. A-frame signs are composed of two rectangular 
pieces of wood or plastic that are attached with a hinge on one side. 
These signs are mobile, and can be folded flat and stored. See 
Section 2.3 for more information on A-frame signs. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.1: A-frame sign  
(www.riverbendsignworks.com) 
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Awning Signs. "A sign displayed on or attached flat against the surface or surfaces of an awning" 
(USSC, 2011, p. 16). The sign area calculation takes only into account the printed section of the 
awning, and not the entire area.  In a way, this gives awning signs a slight advantage, because the 
fabric or material used to print on (some which would not count towards total sign area) could 
perhaps be designed with bright colors to attract attention. 
 
Billboards. Billboards are larger signs placed along the side of highways or freeways, and are 
designed to display information to fast-traveling motorists. The USSC (2011) defines billboards 
as an outdoor advertising sign, which are "...permanent sign[s] erected, maintained or used in the 
Figure 2.2: Awning Sign  
 
Figure 2.3: Billboard Sign 
(www.jasoninhollywood.com) 
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outdoor environment for the purpose of the display of commercial or noncommercial messages 
not appurtenant to the use of, products sold on, or the sale or lease of, the property on which it is 
displayed" (p. 21).  The USSC states that off-premise signs and commercial outdoor advertising 
signs also fall under this definition.  Billboards are currently prohibited in the City of Morro Bay. 
 
Canopy Sign. "A multi-sided overhead structure or architectural projection supported by 
attachment to a building on one or more sides and either cantilevered from such building or also 
supported by columns at additional points. The surface(s) and/or soffit of an attached canopy may 
be illuminated by means of internal or external sources of light" (USSC, 2011, p. 17).  The USSC 
also states that marquee signs are similar to attached canopy signs.  
 
Digital Signs. The USSC defines digital signage 
as an "electronic message center of sign (EMC)," 
which is described as "An electrically activated 
changeable sign whose variable message and/or 
graphic presentation capability can be 
Figure 2.4: Canopy Sign 
(www.buffalorising.com) 
 
Figure 2.5: Digital Reader Sign 
(www.ledelectronicsigns.com) 
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electronically programmed by computer from a remote location...EMCs typically use light 
emitting diodes (LEDs) as a lighting source" (USSC, 2011, p. 19). See Section 2.4 for more 
information on digital signs.  
 
Illuminated Signs. "A sign characterized 
by the use of artificial light, either 
projecting through its surface(s) 
[Internally or trans-illuminated]; or 
reflecting off its surface(s) [Externally 
illuminated]" (USSC, 2011, p. 20).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.7: Externally Illuminated Sign 
 
 
Figure 2.6: Internally Illuminated Sign 
(www.intlsign.com) 
 
 
Lights 
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Freestanding Signs. "A sign principally supported by one or more columns, poles, or braces 
placed in or upon the ground" (USSC, 2011, p. 19). There are two primary types of freestanding 
signs: monument signs and pole signs. 
 
 
Monument Signs. In general, monument signs are strategically placed in front of businesses to 
attract motorists, and are positioned in a way that presents sign text or graphics perpendicular to 
the flow of traffic.  This is a benefit that surface signs and window signs may be unable to 
achieve.  
 
Pole Signs. Pole signs, like monument signs, have the ability to face directly towards incoming 
travelers. However, they differ in that they display signage higher up. That is, monument signs 
are generally built relatively close to the ground, and have more than one support structure 
touching the ground. Pole signs, on the other hand, have a single pole that elevates signage to a 
height that is visible from farther distances. 
 
 
 
Figure 2.8: Monument Sign 
 
 
Figure 2.9: Pole Sign 
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Projecting (Pub) Sign. A sign that is attached to or projects more than eighteen (18) inches from 
a building face or wall or from a structure whose primary purpose is other than the support of a 
sign. Projecting signs are generally hung with chains, or connected to the building with supports. 
 
Roof Signs. "A sign mounted on the main 
roof portion of a building or on the 
uppermost edge of a parapet wall of a 
building and which is wholly or partially 
supported by such building." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.12: Roof Sign 
 
 
Figure 2.10: Projecting Sign (hanging) 
 
 
Figure 2.11: Projecting Sign 
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Temporary Signs. "A sign intended to display either commercial or noncommercial messages of 
a transitory or temporary nature. Portable signs or any sign not permanently embedded in the 
ground, or not permanently affixed to a building or sign structure that is permanently embedded 
in the ground, are considered temporary signs" (USSC, 2011, p. 23). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wall Signs. "A sign that is in any manner affixed to any exterior wall of a building or structure 
and that projects not more than eighteen (18) inches from the building or structure wall. Also 
includes signs affixed to architectural projections that project from a building provided the copy 
area of such signs remains on a parallel plane to the face of the building facade or to the face or 
faces of the architectural projection to which it is affixed" (USSC, 2011, p. 23). 
Figure 2.13: Temporary Sign 
 
 
Figure 2.14: Wall Sign 
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Window Signs. "A sign affixed to the surface of a window with its message intended to be visible 
to the exterior environment" (USSC, 2011, p. 24).  Window signs have the ability to advertise the 
name of a business, but more often than not they are a means of displaying temporary 
advertisements. An example of this could be a boutique posting a window sign reading "25% off 
all furniture!" 
 
2.2 Signs as Advertising 
 
Advertising: 
For businesses, on-premise signs serve as advertising tools. A sign allows a store to provide 
information to potential customers about their goods and services. In his article "How excessive 
restrictions on signage backfire," Charles Taylor explains that signs have multiple roles, such as 
"...communicating the location of the business, reinforcing the advertisements as part of 
integrated marketing communications, branding the site, and enhancing store/brand image" (p. 
56).  For many businesses, their signage plays a large role in their success, and if sign regulations 
are too stringent a business may fail to attract enough customers. Taylor offers evidence that 
sufficient signage is key to a business's success, explaining that a Pier One Imports in 
Germantown, TN lost 30% of their sales due to inadequate signage (Taylor, 2006, p. 57).   
Figure 2.15: Window Sign 
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Signs are especially important for advertising purposes in Morro Bay because of the high number 
of tourists (locals do play a large role in supporting businesses, but in a small town like Morro 
Bay they do not rely on signage to find businesses). Tourists, who are a key component to the 
success of businesses in Morro Bay, use signage to locate places to dine, shop, and explore. 
Visible and attractive signs can lure in consumers, and if a business is not allowed to sufficiently 
portray their company image or character through signage, they may fall short of bringing in 
customers looking for a specific good or service. 
 
Branding: 
In addition to advertising, building a "brand" through signage is very important for businesses 
because it creates a sense of attachment between consumer and the business. A successful brand 
can bring in new customers, but more importantly, it will attract returning customers again and 
again.   
 
Evidence that branding is important to companies was brought up in the court case Blockbuster 
Video, Inc. & Video Update v. The City of Tempe. According to Taylor (2006), Blockbuster 
Video and Video Update were banned from using their logos in a shopping mall because the color 
schemes were non-conforming. The two companies won in court, and were therefore granted 
permission to continue using logos with their original color scheme (p. 57).  This case not only 
proves that recognizable logos are important to businesses, but that courts have identified the 
significance of branding.  This case also establishes that the First Amendment is stronger than 
aesthetic considerations in a court of law. 
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Sign Aesthetics:  
When can signs severely diminish the aesthetic quality of a community?  Meg Maguire, President 
of the non-profit organization Scenic America states, "A drive down an American highway looks 
like a ride through Vice Valley, with ads for giant-sized booze, strip joints, and casinos. It's sky 
trash - litter on a stick" (as cited in Duerksen and Goebel, 1999, p. 87).   According to the book 
"Aesthetics, Community Character, and the Law," sixty-nine percent of Missourians, and 
seventy-nine percent of Houstonians believe that removing billboards would make their 
surroundings more attractive (Duerksen and Goebel, 1999, p. 88).   These sources conclude that 
while billboards have the potential to make significant economic impacts on businesses and 
organizations, they are an extreme example of signage that is opposed by the general public.  
 
Signs (which might be harmless individually) can also have compounding effects when they exist 
in dense collections.  Las Vegas, Nevada and Hollywood, California are examples of cities with 
landscapes dominated by large numbers of bright signs and advertisements. However, in the 
context of these cities, large and abundant signage is a characteristic that tourists enjoy. For 
economic and tourism-related reasons, maintaining an unrestrictive sign ordinance might be 
preferable in cities such as Las Vegas and Hollywood.  
 
On the other side of the spectrum is Carmel, California, a small town located just south of 
Monterey, California. The City of Carmel allows only one sign per business, and restricts the size 
and coloration of signs to the point that they are almost unnoticeable.  Due to the strict 
prescriptions, many of the signs throughout the City also look very similar. The City states that 
their ordinance is designed to maintain the “village character.” As discussed in the Las 
Vegas/Hollywood example, there is good reason for every town to possess a unique, customized 
sign ordinance. 
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All considered, it is ultimately up to individual communities to decide what kinds of signs are 
appealing, and what kinds of signs are unappealing.  Chapter 4 of this report discusses the 
outreach efforts completed in Morro Bay that were designed to capture the community’s desires 
in respect to sign aesthetics. 
 
Business Owners: 
Business owners play an integral role in the development of a working sign ordinance. A sign 
ordinance affects how businesses can advertise on their property, and ultimately, their economic 
success.  
 
In 2009, one example of business owners revolting against a proposed sign code occurred in 
Boise, Idaho.  The article "Draft of sign ordinance draws protest in Garden City," discusses that 
The City of Boise desired to update their sign ordinance in order to stay consistent with their 
vision, and to "...change the way Garden City looks over time - to clean up the town" (Grigg, 
p.1).  Business owners were originally dissatisfied with some of the initial ideas in the draft 
ordinance, believing it was too restrictive. In response, the City Council agreed to include 
business owners on the sign ordinance committee. This is an example of city government trying 
to do their best to please their citizens and not acting on personal interests. It was for this reason 
that Morro Bay's business owners were asked for their ideas and opinions on the subject.  
 
2.3 A-Frame Signs 
 
Morro Bay is a tourist town, and consequently businesses must find ways to attract customers 
who are not aware of their existence. Along the Embarcadero many businesses make use of A-
frame signs to direct visitors to their storefront. A-frame signs generally consist of two plastic 
rectangles connected at the top. They are cheap to make, easy to store, and can be moved to a 
 
 
18 
 
desired location and set up within seconds.  Due to the configuration of the Embarcadero 
shopping centers, businesses located towards the bay front have a serious disadvantage; someone 
driving by on Embarcadero Road would never be able to spot their store.  
 
Past survey results and the results from a survey conducted as part of this project (which will be 
further discussed in Chapter 4), revealed the public's opinion in regards to A-frame signs is fairly 
divided. A portion of the surveyed Morro Bay residents and business owners believe that A-frame 
signs are unnecessary, and drastically reduce the aesthetic quality, charm, and natural beauties of 
the Embarcadero and downtown Morro Bay.  Many other respondents (primarily business 
owners) believe they are a necessity for hidden businesses. All considered, practicality suggests 
that with today's technologies such as smart phones and pocketsize GPS units, customers can read 
reviews about a business and then pinpoint the location of the business they wish to visit. A-
frame signs and other off-premise signs can still be effective, but there's a strong argument that 
they may not be as necessary as they were five or ten years ago. See the 2013 Embarcadero 
District Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan Background Report for more information on A-
frame signs. 
 
A-frame signs are currently prohibited in Morro Bay, and are only allowable under a sign 
exception (which costs $698.00 to obtain). Many unpermitted A-frame signs currently exist in 
great numbers due to lack of enforcement. However, beginning in 1999 A-frame signs were 
allowed under a special permit called an “A-Frame Sign Exception Permit,” which had a fee of 
$20-$25 (the fee was reduced in later years). This permit was available for a number of years, but 
is currently unavailable. According to a city staff report dated December 5, 2011 (Appendix 2.1), 
a letter was sent to all businesses on May 3, 2011 regarding A-frame signs. This letter documents 
the A-frame sign prohibition, and explained how the City would enforce this prohibition.  
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2.4 Digital Signage 
 
In today's society digital signage is becoming more popular, and therefore some discussion on the 
topic is required. According to Dennis et al (2010), “Digital signage has two main objectives: (i) 
to charge advertisers (beyond our scope); and (ii) to improve atmosphere and image “(p. 157). 
Digital signs are commonly placed along freeways or in shopping centers for advertising 
purposes. They are also placed on public buildings or educational facilities to display upcoming 
events, news reports, and local emergency announcements. 
 
According to the article "Scroll, Roll, and Flash," many local sign ordinances do not address 
newer types of digital signs.  Some modern signs have the ability to "...scroll, roll, and dissolve. 
The content of such signs can be changed with a click of a computer mouse, and the fanciest of 
them are capable of full-motion color video" (p. 23). These types of signs attract attention, and 
have the ability to display a wider range of messages. In a society that is immersed in technology, 
some might argue that digital signs on storefronts are necessary in order to compete with the 
advertising we encounter on the internet and television. 
 
Effects on Communities: 
Charles Dennis and his colleagues believe that digital signage has overall positive effects, but 
also drastically different effects on individuals in different demographic groups.  According to 
Dennis et al (2010), “The more modern local market leader mall is rated higher on overall image 
and appeals to younger, higher status employment people. This mall has digital signage, which 
has a more positive effect on Approach for those shoppers” (p. 171). Simply put, the author 
claims that digital signage has greater appeal to younger shoppers. The article also concludes 
“…that digital signage is an effective stimulus, adding to positive perceptions of the town 
environment, emotions and approach behavior such as spending” (p. 172).  In this particular 
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study, digital signage had an overall positive effect on the shopping center. However, 
implications from the article also suggest that certain demographic groups are responsible for this 
positivity. The article summarizes the fact that younger shoppers in a hurry to complete purchases 
are especially fond of digital signage.  
 
Lastly, it is known that digital signs are sometimes banned due to traffic safety issues. This is a  
concern that must be explored when deciding if digital signs are appropriate in Morro Bay. 
Keeping pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorists safe is one of the City’s top priorities when 
considering changes to the sign ordinance.  
 
Digital Signs in Morro Bay: 
Morro Bay's current sign ordinance clearly prohibits "Signs which incorporate, in any manner, 
any flashing, moving, pulsating or intermittent lighting, with the exception of approved time and 
temperature displays" (Section 17.68.030).  This description could be applied to signs that act as 
digital television monitors, which would in turn ban anything of the like in Morro Bay. The 
ordinance does not, however, address signs that can be remotely changed and configured. 
Nonetheless, an updated sign ordinance should include specific information and regulations about 
the most modern types of signage available (such as full-motion color video screens). Morro Bay 
is a small beach town, and it is obvious that large digital signs are not a good fit for the 
community's relaxed character.   
 
Furthermore, as the U.S Census reports, permanent Morro Bay residents are older when 
compared to most other towns, and according to this article, less attracted to digital signage. 
Many younger tourist crowds can be observed within the City on any given day, but these 
individuals are generally unhurried in shopping situations (like they might be when at home and 
completing tasks associated with work or daily life).  For tourists, shopping is generally a 
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leisurely activity where luxury goods such as clothes, art, gifts, and wine are purchased.  In 
regards to digital signage, Morro Bay’s sign ordinance should cater to the preferences of the older 
generations who make up the bulk of the population. 
 
After analyzing various articles and applying these findings to the circumstances present in City 
of Morro Bay, it can be concluded that restrictions on new technologies should be explored, and 
that more lenient regulations on digital signs are inappropriate.  
 
2.5 Illuminated Signs 
 
Environmental Effects: 
Apart from digital signage, illuminated signs are one of the most controversial and talked about 
sign types because of their immediate effect on surrounding environments. When signs are 
illuminated at night they can be a potential nuisance to neighbors, keeping them awake by 
polluting the natural darkness with a constant glow. Due to common design features and the 
transparent plastic materials used to house internal light bulbs, opponents of internally 
illuminated signs believe that they are aesthetically unpleasing during both nighttime and daytime 
hours. 
 
Illuminated signs in Morro Bay can also contribute to light pollution.  Appendix 2.2 consists of a 
map showing the magnitude of light pollution in Central Coast cities (International Dark Sky 
Association, 2013). Although the observed light pollution in Morro Bay is relatively minimal 
compared to larger cities, night-time lighting restrictions should be addressed in the updated sign 
ordinance. Requiring hoods on lights used to externally illuminate signs could be one method of 
reducing light pollution.  
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To keep both business owners and residents satisfied, cities find creative ways to regulate 
illuminated signs. In the City of San Luis Obispo, "Signs shall not be illuminated after 10:00 p.m. 
or close of business, whichever is later" (City of San Luis Obispo, 2004, p. 8).   The City of 
Morro Bay currently regulates the brightness of illuminated lights, stating that signs shall be 
designed so that illumination does not exceed 10 foot-candles measured at a distance of 10 feet 
from the sign. Morro Bay’s draft ordinance also addresses signs at night time hours, stating that 
“Freestanding and building-mounted signs adjacent to an R district shall be illuminated only 
during hours when the establishment is open” (17.68.040, E.2).  
 
City staff also suggested that illuminated signs in Morro Bay are perhaps brighter than they need 
to be. Morro Bay’s General Plan states that “The proliferation of lighted signs that have excessive 
glare or are offensive to nighttime vision in the Community” is a problem that detracts from the 
visual quality of the community (IV-10). Staff's suggestions to alter illumination standards are 
consistent with the City's General Plan, and were therefore considered when drafting the new 
ordinance. 
 
Suggested Regulations:  
The regulation examples above do help control illuminated signage, but Morro Bay planning staff 
believe that additional (and more stringent) regulations should be incorporated into the updated 
ordinance.  For example, staff believes that a brightness measured at 10-foot candles is 
unreasonably bright, and that any benefits associated with sign illumination could be achieved 
with less brightness.  Furthermore, staff believes that the ordinance should directly address issues 
associated with the continued operation of illuminated signs after businesses move out.  Once a 
business is no longer operating at a location, all automatic lighting on signs should be disabled 
until the business begins operating again, or a new business moves in. Possible regulations to 
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limit light output serve two purposes: protect community members from glare during night time 
hours, and to conserve energy. 
 
According to International Dark-Sky Association’s “Model Lighting Ordinance (MLO),” 
automatic switches with light sensors should be used  to “…extinguish all outdoor lighting when 
sufficient daylight is available” (p. 9).  An automatic on/off switch for illuminated signs is not 
sufficient unless it includes a light senor, because there is more daylight in the summer, and less 
in the winter. Requiring the use of properly configured automatic switches may be the best and 
most efficient way of addressing the issues mentioned above.  
 
Safety: 
Businesses prefer illuminated signs because they are visible from longer distances, have the 
potential to attract more customers, and can increase safety in and around their business.  
Illuminated signs are also safer for night time drivers because they are easier to read. Small, 
dimly lit signs may increase the amount of time drivers need to stare at them before the message 
is interpreted.   
 
There are also debates over the use of externally illuminated signs versus internally illuminated 
signs. Garvin, et al. (2004) state that  "...past research sponsored by the United States Sign 
Council Foundation (USSCF) demonstrated that internally illuminated on-premise signs have 40 
to 60 percent greater visibility than externally illuminated signs in a controlled test track 
environment (as cited in Penn State, 2009, p. 1).  In their research, Penn State's Transportation 
Institute conducted an experiment that confirmed this hypothesis (see Figure 2.16 below). 
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Source: Penn State University, The Thomas D. Larson Pennsylvania Transportation Institute.  2009. "Internal vs. External On-Premise 
Sign Lighting: Visibility and Safety in the Real World." Retrieved from: http://www.mautc.psu.edu/docs/PSU-2008-02.pdf. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.16: Effect of illumination type on overall sign visibility 
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Chapter 3: Sign Law 
3.1 Freedom of Speech 
 
According to Cornell University’s Legal Information Institute, “The First Amendment of the 
United States Constitution protects the right to freedom of religion and freedom of expression 
from government interference.” This Amendment brings up many issues in regards to commercial 
signage, because while businesses should be granted this constitutional right, they also have a 
certain amount of responsibility to serve the public. If the First Amendment was unregulated, 
business owners could have the ability to post messages supporting their personal beliefs on 
signs.  A clutter of self-interest signage would defy the original purpose of free market 
advertising (a tool for commerce), and could ultimately degrade economic vitality. Imagine a 
street where all of the businesses except for one had signs that included a picture of a certain 
political figure. That one business without a sign promoting this figure would likely be negatively 
affected by this scenario. Consumers that support the figure portrayed on the signs may avoid this 
business, choosing ones that clearly support their party and beliefs. On the other hand, non-
supporter consumers may avoid the area altogether due to an onslaught of signs promoting 
something they don't believe in.   
 
Furthermore, Duerksen and Goebel (1999) affirm that "...the government may not regulate the 
content of speech, but may attach reasonable time, place, and manner restrictions on its exercise" 
(p. 90).  In the case of publicly accessible businesses, the government can decide where certain 
speech content is appropriate, and how it is displayed to the public (size of signs, colors, etc.). In 
the Supreme Court of California case Metromedia, Inc. v. City of San Diego, business owners 
brought suit against a city ordinance that imposed “substantial prohibitions on the erection of 
outdoor advertising displays.” The court held that the new ordinance was an unconstitutional 
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exercise of the police power, and that it violated First Amendment rights. In respect to sign 
ordinances this case was important because it established a precedent for constitutional 
regulations (Cornell University Legal Information Institute). 
 
However, commercial speech, as opposed to noncommercial speech, is not entirely protected by 
the First Amendment.  For example, unlike residential properties, commercial businesses cannot 
place signs on their premise advocating for certain religious beliefs. Cornell’s Legal Information 
Institute defines commercial speech “…as speech where the speaker is more likely engaged in 
commerce, where the intended audience is commercial or actual or potential consumers, and 
where the content of the message is commercial in character.” It is also noted that “…commercial 
speech that is false or misleading is not entitled to any protection under the First Amendment, and 
therefore can be prohibited entirely” (Cornell University Law School).  That is, businesses are not 
allowed to deceive the public with signage. 
 
The International Sign Association (ISA) believes that the First Amendment should be applied 
equally to small business signage. On their website they also state that “Government officials and 
courts recognize that the messages embodied on on-premise signs are protected by the Freedom 
of Speech clause of the First Amendment and that cities cannot differentiate between non-
commercial and commercial messages.” However, this is not the position of American law; in the 
United States cities make this differentiation on an individual basis. 
 
The Central Hudson Test: 
According to Duerksen and Goebel (1999), courts use the "Central Hudson Test" to determine the 
constitutionality of commercial sign controls. This four-part test was first applied in the case 
Central Hudson Gas & Electric Corp. v. Public Serv. Commission, 447 U.S. 557, 100 S.Ct. 2343 
(1980): 
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1. As a threshold concern, commercial speech must concern lawful activity and not be 
misleading in order to be entitled to First Amendment protection. 
 
If commercial speech is entitled to protection, governments may nevertheless regulate that speech 
if the regulation:  
2. Seeks to implement a substantial governmental interest; 
3. Directly advances that interest; and 
4. Reaches no further than necessary to accomplish the given objective, and leaves open 
ample alternative means of communication (as cited in Duerkson and Goebel, 1999, p. 
91). 
3.2 CEQA and Other Environmental Issues 
 
CEQA: 
 The California Environmental Quality Act requires state and local governments to complete 
environmental review and public disclosure for all building and land use projects in the State of 
California. In regard to signs, CalSign.org states the following:  “Pursuant to 14 CCR §15311, 
dealing with Accessory Structures (Class 11), on-premise signs are categorically exempt and a 
negative declaration should issue. The authority cited for this provision is Public Resource Code 
sections 21083 and 21087.” As the California Sign Association comments, signs do not generally 
affect environmental factors. Signs on or around businesses are constructed on built 
environments, not on vacant land. Therefore any environmental factors have (hopefully) been 
addressed before the initial alteration of the land for the construction of a structure.   
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There are, however, cases when signs are constructed on undeveloped properties. Especially if a 
sign is particularly large, there can be environmental repercussions that affect wildlife, plants, 
archeological resources, and view sheds.  For example, constructing a large billboard may require 
the digging of deep holes for the placement of footings.  If native species are disturbed by such 
digging and construction related activities in the vicinity, there could be a need for more 
extensive CEQA work.  If a billboard includes a relatively significant amount of lighting, there 
can also be potential issues after construction involving light pollution affecting nearby residents.   
 
Under certain circumstances, a full Environmental Impact Report (EIR) may be required for a 
sign project. In most cases, such projects are initiated by cities. In Milpitas, CA, the City prepared 
an EIR for the “Interstate 880 Billboards Project.”  The report includes seven alternatives, each 
with unique environmental impacts. The alternatives range from least impactful (“no project”), to 
implementation of three large digital billboards with the ability to rotate eight different 
advertisements.  The most significant environmental impacts with this project, as expected, are 
related to aesthetics (light glow, glare, and visual community character).   
 
There was at least one case in Morro Bay when CEQA work was completed for a sign project.  
Morro Bay’s Planning and Building Manager, Kathleen Wold, commented that the City prepared 
a Negative Declaration for a project that involved constructing a large digital sign along Highway 
41 for a commercial business complex.   
 
CEQA vs. Design Review: 
Another important concept involving signage, aesthetics, and community character is the 
distinction between design review and “visual impacts” as a part of CEQA review. Barclay 
(2010) states that “…the court in Guinnane v. San Francisco City Planning Commission held ‘the 
environmental review process is not the same as the permit approval process’ such that, where a 
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negative declaration found no significant impact for a proposed residence that was ‘not in 
character’ and ‘significantly more massive and of larger scale than adjoining dwellings,’ the city 
still was justified in disapproving a permit because it ‘went beyond environmental concerns and 
focused instead on the suitability of the project within the affected neighborhood’” (p. 258). 
Furthermore, Barclay discusses that CEQA is concerned with issues on a community-wide (or 
even larger) scale, while design review boards have the ability to address impacts in contained 
areas (p. 258).  For example, if a new 10-story apartment complex was proposed, CEQA would 
require examination of the effects on all residents living in the community. A design review 
board, on the other hand, could concentrate their analysis on the effects to the immediate 
neighbors of the proposed development. 
 
Barclay continues to explain that while CEQA review and design review are based on separate 
and different principles, they may work in harmony to determine whether a project’s potential 
aesthetic effects present a problem within a community. 
 
Other Environmental Issues:  
Although signs are generally exempt from extensive environmental analysis, sustainability should 
not be ignored when writing and enforcing a sign code.  The first issue that can be related to 
Morro Bay’s current conservation efforts is sign materials. Signs, for the most part, are not made 
from recycled materials. When they become obsolete or unneeded they generally end up in 
landfills. 
 
Other components of signs that can have an effect on the environment are illumination systems.  
Many businesses are beginning to use LED lights in their signs in order to cut down on energy 
costs while at the same time improving public image. Recently in Morro Bay, the McDonald’s 
restaurant initiated a remodel of their store along with implementation of new signage. In the sign 
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proposal they indicated the sole use of LED lights in their new signs, stating they chose this route 
in an attempt to be more environmentally conscious.  
 
In relation to illumination systems, The International Sign Association discusses mercury-lamp 
recycling.  Due to the fact that mercury is a toxic element to human health, the ISA believes that 
proper recycling and minimization of mercury use for such illumination systems is very 
important. However, they state that the “…ISA opposes regulation that arbitrarily prohibit or 
limit the use of mercury in neon signs.” They believe that certain signs cannot be properly 
illuminated without the use of mercury.  In the case of Morro Bay, proper recycling of neon 
lighting should be required by all businesses and enforced as best as possible. Furthermore, the 
City should amend the sign ordinance to require the use of newer, more sustainable technologies 
such as LEDs.  
 
These three environmental issues were considered during the process of updating the sign 
ordinance. They will be further discussed in Chapter 6. 
 
3.3 State and Local Law 
 
Most sign issues are dealt with at the State and local level, as opposed to the federal level. 
According to Duerksen and Goebel (1999), "...most courts are now favorably inclined toward 
accepting aesthetics as a justification for regulation, and most state legislatures have specifically 
granted local governments the power to control signs and other items affecting community 
aesthetics" (p. 89). Unlike federal laws such as prohibiting the sale of liquor to minors, sign 
regulations are generally formulated at the local level. Every city has their own set of laws and 
rules regarding signage, and it is unlikely that two cities have the exact same set of regulations. 
 
 
 
31 
 
3.4 Federal Law 
 
28 Code of Federal Regulations 35.163: 
§ 35.163 
Information and Signage: 
 (a) A public entity shall ensure that interested persons, including persons with impaired vision or 
hearing, can obtain information as to the existence and location of accessible services, activities, 
and facilities. 
(b) A public entity shall provide signage at all inaccessible entrances to each of its facilities, 
directing users to an accessible entrance or to a location at which they can obtain information 
about accessible facilities. The international symbol for accessibility shall be used at each 
accessible entrance of a facility (Cornell University Legal Information Institute). 
 
On-premise sign size standards: 
The International Sign Association (ISA) states that “…municipal codes which unduly restrict 
sign sizes defeat the very purpose for which signs exist.” Their website also includes a statement 
Richard N. Schwab, a former Federal Highway Administration program manager. The statement 
is as follows:  “Traffic safety is not jeopardized by the sign itself or some sort of stimulus 
overload; instead the culprit is inadequate sign size or lighting, or inappropriate placement, or a 
combination of these factors.” 
 
3.5 Enforcement 
 
Enforcement is a delicate issue because there are so many conflicting opinions throughout 
communities.  Business owners with nonconforming signs dislike the idea because they will be 
forced to make a monetary investment for a replacement. On the other hand, business owners 
with conforming signs desire increased enforcement so that all businesses have a fair chance at 
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attracting customers. A newspaper article from The Billings Gazette states, "While some 
businesses have spent thousands to conform to the code, others have ignored it. Many businesses, 
including some flagrant violators, are biding their time and hoping to catch a break from the city 
commissioners" (Woolston, p. 1). One reason to have functioning enforcement in a community is 
to reward all businesses the same amount of signage and not let a select few have a competitive 
advantage.  
 
One important aspect of enforcement is early outreach to property and business owners. In New 
Hanover County, North Carolina, a Tribune Business News article discusses this issue. According 
to the article by Kevin Maurer, a County Commissioner "...was concerned that property owners in 
the area didn't get proper notice of the sign standard." The Commissioner said that there were 
news stories and an article in the local newspaper regarding the new rules, however he admitted 
that "...there wasn't extensive outreach" (Maurer, p. 1).  The updated ordinance shall include clear 
enforcement policies and guidelines to ensure that business owners are aware of changes they 
may need to make in the future. 
 
Fines: 
Another reason enforcement can be beneficial relates to money acquired through fines. An article 
by Tia Mitchell in the Tribune Business News discusses how officials in Jacksonville, FL enacted 
a plan to fine people for "snipe signs" along the highway. The proceeds from fines were used to 
maintain bus shelters and clean up litter along the highway (p. 1).  Sign enforcement allows cities 
to remove unwanted signage, while at the same time using extra funds to further enhance other 
elements within the community.   
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Due to budgetary reasons, direct enforcement of unpermitted signs is lacking in the City of Morro 
Bay. Nonetheless, the City of reports the following fines for illegal signage:  
 
1. Temporary, beyond time allowed by Ordinance – $10.00 per day after notice 
2.  Permanently attached signs without permit - $21.00 per day after notice (City of Morro 
Bay Master Fee Schedule for the 2012/13 Fiscal Year).  
 
Amortization: 
In the context of city planning, “amortization” is the process of eliminating nonconforming uses 
over a period of time that allows the permit holder to recover their initial investment (Barclay, 
2010, p. 66). Amortization of non-conforming signs, rather than an order for immediate removal, 
can help cities avoid paying court-ordered damages to business owners. In 1981 court case 
Metromedia, Inc. v. City of San Diego, the California Supreme Court created the following rule:  
“The California cases have firmly declared that zoning legislation may validly provide for the 
eventual termination of nonconforming uses without compensation if it provides a reasonable 
amortization period commensurate with the investment involved” (as cited in Barclay, 2010, p. 
66). 
 
Later, in the 1987 case City of Salinas v. Ryan Outdoor Adver., Inc., the court held that “…the 
reasonableness of the amortization period depends on… the depreciated value of the structures to 
be removed, their remaining useful life, and the harm to the public if they are left standing” 
(Barclay, 2010, p. 66).  Amortization strategies have not been finalized, but it is certain that they 
will be incorporated into the new draft sign ordinance.  
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3.6 The General Plan and Coastal Land Use Plan 
 
The General Plan: 
State law requires that every city in California adopt a General Plan that includes the seven 
required elements: Land Use, Circulation, Housing, Safety, Noise, Conservation, and Open-
space. Morro Bay’s current General Plan combines the Land Use, Conservation, and Open-space 
elements into one broader element, and includes two additional elements. The two additional 
elements are listed as the Visual Resources and Scenic Highway element, and the Access and 
Recreation element. These supplementary elements were created to ensure that Morro Bay 
preserves its natural beauty and community character while also encouraging tourism and 
recreation.  
 
The “Visual Resources and Scenic Highway Element” within the City’s General Plan discusses 
signage (see Appendix 3.1). The General Plan includes the following section from the Morro Bay 
Coastal Land Use Plan:  
 
Signs and Sign Regulations: Signs in Morro Bay have come to be a problem, detracting from the 
visual quality of the community and in some cases interfering with important views. Among some 
of the problem associated with signs are:  
(1) Failure to remove old, non-functional or nonconforming signs. 
(2) The allowable height and size of signs are excessive under the existing ordinance. 
(3) The lack of a realistic and enforceable timetable for the amortization of nonconforming 
signs.  
(4) The proliferation of lighted signs that have excessive glare or are offensive to nighttime 
vision in the Community.  
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(5) The lack of appropriate design standards that would better guide the size, type, color, 
location, lighting, and materials of construction of signs. 
(6) Failure to consider views when reviewing applications to erect and light signs. (LCP) 
(Morro Bay General Plan, p. IV-10 – IV-11) 
 
The Coastal Land Use Plan:  
Chapter XIII Visual Resources of the City’s Coastal Land Use Plan, a document that is part of the 
City’s Local Coastal Plan, includes policies related to signage. According to the Visual Resources 
chapter, “Aesthetically viewing an attractive scene can be, for many, a rewarding experience. For 
other people, scenic views give identity, character, and value to their community. Visually 
attractive areas are good locations for recreational activities and facilities, and moreover, are good 
sites for ports, commercial activities and residential developments, all of economic importance” 
(p. 199).  This statement stresses the importance of aesthetics in Morro Bay, which the City 
acknowledges as a major contributor to the success of tourism.  Most cities lack a Visual 
Resources element within their General Plan, and do not maintain a Local Coastal Plan that 
further discusses important visual resources. The formulation of new sign regulations must take 
into account the intentions of the Local Coastal Plan and the associated objectives, policies, and 
programs.   
The following policy within the Coastal Land Use Plan addresses signage: 
Policy 12.05  The City shall, as part of the implementation phase of the LCP, adopt new 
provisions to:  
a. Require monument and surface mounted signs and discourage roof 
mounted and pole signs; 
b. Require that view protection and the nighttime characteristics of the sign 
be mandatory consideration of any sign installation; 
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c. Prohibit billboards; 
d. Reduce allowable height and size where they interfere with views to and 
along State Highway One. 
e. Develop and adopt sign criteria for signs appropriate for Morro Bay’s 
commercial districts (p. 214-215). 
Are these polices addressed in the City’s current sign ordinance or draft ordinance?  Table 3.1 on 
the next page links the aforementioned policies to regulations within the current sign ordinance 
and the old draft sign ordinance.  
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LCP Policies Addressed in current code? 
Addressed 
in draft 
code? 
Position (current ord.) Position (draft ord.) 
Require 
monument and 
surface mounted 
signs and 
discourage roof 
mounted and 
pole signs; 
Partially Partially 
Roof signs prohibited (17.68.030, 
A.); 
Pole signs allowed in commercial 
districts (17.68.110, C.4.);  
Monument/surface are not 
required, but optional 
(17.68.110); 
Ordinance inconsistent in 
reporting allowable height for 
pole signs. 
Roof signs prohibited (17.68.030, 
J.);   
Pole signs allowed in commercial 
districts (17.68.070, B.2); 
Monument/surface are not 
required, but optional (17.68.070). 
 
Require that 
view protection 
and the 
nighttime 
characteristics 
of the sign be 
mandatory 
consideration of 
any sign 
installation; 
 
Partially Partially 
At city entryways, signs designed 
so as not to interfere with view 
corridors (17.68.060, E.9.a).; 
Signs cannot reflect or emit light 
exceeding 10 foot-candle power 
at 10 ft. from face of sign 
(17.68.050, G.)  
Ordinance does not address view 
protection in all areas of city;  
10 foot-candle too bright. 
At city entryways, signs designed 
so as not to interfere with view 
corridors (17.68.060, E.9.a); 
Freestanding and building-mounted 
signs adjacent to an R district shall 
be illuminated only during hours 
when the establishment is open 
(17.68.040, E.2) 
Signs cannot reflect or emit light 
exceeding 10 foot-candle power at 
10 ft. from face of sign (17.68.040, 
N.) 
Ordinance does not address view 
protection in all areas of city; 
10 foot-candle too bright. 
Prohibit 
billboards; 
 
Yes Yes Billboards prohibited (17.68.030, G.). 
Billboards prohibited (17.68.030, 
C). 
Reduce 
allowable height 
and size where 
they interfere 
with views to 
and along State 
Highway One. 
 
No No 
At city entryways, ordinance 
allows even taller signs within 
200 ft. of Highway 1 (17.68.060, 
E.9.b). 
At city entryways, ordinance 
allows even taller signs within 200 
ft. of Highway 1; (17.68.090, 
C.4.b).  
Develop and 
adopt sign 
criteria for signs 
appropriate for 
Morro Bay’s 
commercial 
districts 
 
Yes Yes 
Specific regulations exist for 
“commercial and industrial 
zones” (17.68.110, C.). 
Specific regulations exist for 
“commercial, mixed-use, and 
industrial zones “(17.68.060). 
Sources: City of Morro Bay LCP, City of Morro Bay Current and Draft Sign Ordinances 
 
 
Table 3.1: Local Coastal Plan Policy Implementation 
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Chapter 4: Community Outreach 
 
4.1 Past Public Outreach 
 
Previous Outreach Conducted by the City: 
According to a City of Morro Bay Staff Report dated December 5, 2011, “…City Council 
directed staff [at the December 13, 2010 meeting] to place the Sign Ordinance as a high priority 
on the Planning Division’s work program” (see Appendix 2.1).  According to the same document, 
a public workshop was held on February 16, 2011 to receive input from the public about the sign 
ordinance.  
 
It has been determined that past outreach does provide some important insight into what the 
community wants to see in an updated sign ordinance. Past surveys and documents related to 
community outreach were located in the City’s computer system, and can be found in Appendices 
4.1-4.2.  
 
Survey 1 (Appendix 4.1): According to the results, only three business owners and one non-
business owner responded. Although only four completed surveys and therefore cannot be used in 
any significant statistical analysis, it is still worth looking at any themes in the data.  Three out of 
four respondents said that businesses should “be guaranteed a minimum size sign regardless of 
frontage size” and that there should be “special allowances or exceptions.” Furthermore, all 
respondents said that murals should not be considered signs, that “sign materials” are important, 
and that they are unhappy with how signs in Morro Bay look right now. 
 
Other surveys were located within a document titled “12-13-2011 Sign Ordinance Survey Staff 
Report Attachments” (see Appendix 4.2).  The document includes two PowerPoint presentations 
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outlining a September 29, 2011 Sign Ordinance Workshop meeting, and an October 6, 2011 Sign 
Ordinance Workshop meeting. The meetings were facilitated by Chuck Anders.  Attached as 
appendices are the results from four surveys (the first two are related to the workshop held on 
September 29, 2011, and the second two are related to the workshop held on October 6, 2011).  
 
Survey 2 (Appendix 4.2, p. A-72): The results from the first survey are presented in percentages 
instead of individual response counts. However, after analyzing the results from one of the 
questions, it can be determined that there were at least 14 respondents. The results for this 
particular question were distributed as follows: 14%, 14%, 43%, 21%, and 7%. If 7% equals an 
answer from one respondent, one can deduce that two answers would be represented by 14%, 
three answers by 21%, and so on. Although there could have been 28 respondents (the 
percentages would be reported the same), this cannot be assumed. For statistical analysis it will 
be assumed that there were only 14 respondents.  
 
As reported by the PowerPoint presentation from the September 29, 2011 workshop, respondents 
revealed that 69% were business owners, 19% salaried workers, and 13% other. The first notable 
result in this survey was the fact that 94% of respondents were not happy with how the signs in 
Morro Bay look.  Furthermore, 100% of respondents agree that there should be different rules for 
different areas of the community, and that “special allowances” should be given to certain 
businesses.  
 
Survey 3 (Appendix 4.2, p. A-78): This Survey Monkey survey had five respondents; four 
business owners and one retired resident. Four of the respondents agreed that “businesses be 
guaranteed a minimum size sign regardless of frontage size,” that there should be “special 
allowances or exceptions,” that they are unhappy with how signs in Morro Bay look right now, 
and that they were “satisfied with the current rules for reader or changeable message boards.” All 
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respondents agreed that murals are not considered signs, and that “sign materials” are important. 
Figure 4.1 shows the combined survey results from related surveys 1, 2, and 3.  See Appendix 4.2 
for the raw data table that contributed to Figure 4.1. 
 
Figure 4.1 Combined Survey Results from Surveys 1, 2, and 3 
 
 
 
Survey 4 (Appendix 4.2, p. A-93): As reported by the PowerPoint presentation from the October 
6, 2011 workshop, fourteen respondents are businesses owners and one is a retired resident of 
Morro Bay. Of the fifteen total respondents, nine are Morro Bay residents. It must also be noted 
that seven respondents said they attended the first sign workshop on September 29, 2011. This 
survey did not ask similar questions to those in the first three surveys, and instead focused on 
gathering opinions of the preliminary draft ordinance.  These opinions will be considered, but are 
somewhat irrelevant because there will be drastic changes to the previous draft. 
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Survey 5 (Appendix 4.2, p. A-50): This online survey was administered via "Zoomerang" and had 
a total of 93 respondents.  This survey focused on gathering opinions about different types of 
signs in three planning districts: Embarcadero, Downtown Area, and North Morro Bay/Quintana.  
Respondents were instructed to select signs that they would "approve" for each area in Morro Bay 
(see Table 4.1).  Also found attached to this survey is a list of 34 written comments submitted by 
respondents.   
 
Table 4.1: Compiled Results from Survey #5 
 
Analysis of the secondary surveys concludes that a consensus was reached among respondents in 
regards to some of the questions. The knowledge gained from these results was used to formulate 
both specific and general ideas within the updated sign ordinance. Themes present in the 
secondary surveys conducted in the past are summarized as follows: 
• Murals should not be considered signs. 
• Hanging signs are well liked. 
• Bright, colorful signs are preferred. 
• Sign materials are important.  
• The City should be able to grant special allowances or exceptions. 
• Businesses should be granted a guaranteed minimum size sign regardless of frontage. 
  Popular Sign Types (greater than 70% respondents approve) 
Unpopular Sign Types (less than 40% 
respondents approve) 
Downtown Area 
Awning Signs Permanent Banners 
Wall Signs Off-Premise Signs 
Window Signs   
      
Embarcadero Area 
Awning Signs A-Frame Signs 
Internally Illuminated Signs Permanent Banners 
Window Signs Off-Premise Signs 
      
North Morro Bay / 
Quintana Area 
Awning Signs   
Internally Illuminated Signs   
Wall Signs   
Window Signs   
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• Permanent banner signs, A-frame signs, and off-premise signs are unpopular. 
• The existing sign ordinance is not working well. 
 
Cal Poly’s Downtown Specific Plan:  
In Spring of 2010, Professor Umut Toker’s City and Regional Planning Master students 
developed three alternative specific plans for the future of downtown Morro Bay. In an attempt to 
capture the community’s vision for the future Morro Bay, students organized and participated in 
community meetings and other outreach events during the process of formulating their plans. The 
following paragraphs summarize the findings documented in these plans related to community 
character and signs. 
 
According to community meeting data, the public emphasized the following items to "keep out" 
of Morro Bay:  Chain stores, fast food restaurants, adult stores, parking meters, marijuana 
dispensaries, and vacant storefronts.  "Neon signs "and "large signs" were choices, but no 
residents in attendance marked these as something they strongly wished to keep out of their city.  
Some residents also contributed that they want to preserve the "small town atmosphere," as well 
as an "eclectic architectural character" in Morro Bay.  Horizontal pub-style signs were the most 
recommended, as were a common architectural theme for buildings and height limitations for 
residences (Proposal C, p. 3-3).   
 
Another component of the student's outreach process was organizing an "awareness walk." 
Participants were given two cameras marked with different colors. One camera was designated 
the "like camera,” and the other the "needs improvement camera.”  Residents were instructed to 
use the "like" camera to take pictures in the downtown of anything they especially liked, and 
anything they didn't like with the "needs improvement" camera. Common images from the “like” 
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cameras included murals, colorful buildings, outdoor seating, mixed use development, public art 
(murals, bright walls, painted garbage cans, animal topped bollards), landscaping (planter boxes 
and street trees), and signs (hanging signs, art deco style signs, colorful signs).  Common images 
from the “needs improvement” cameras included bollards, vacant store fronts, unkempt 
yards/lots, vacant lots, newspaper holders, brightly colored store fronts, inconsistent sidewalk 
materials, broken sidewalk concrete, unpaved sidewalk sections, free standing signs, tree lights, 
utility lines, unused poles, and non-retail commercial uses (i.e. hotels and realty offices). 
(Proposal B, p. 26). 
      
After analyzing what the Cal Poly students gathered, it is evident that the residents who attended 
these meetings prefer pub-style signs, colorful signs, and are supporters of public art.  Participants 
did not however appreciate free standing (monument) signs and structures that are not well 
maintained. 
 
Although these views do not represent the entire population, they are a valid source of public 
input and were considered during the process of updating Morro Bay's sign ordinance.  
 
4.2 Primary Survey Data 
 
Business Owner Survey:  
In an effort to supplement the secondary outreach data gathered by the City in 2011, a new survey 
was designed to target business owners. On March 20, 2013, the survey was sent by mail to every 
individual with a business license in the City of Morro Bay. Approximately 570 surveys and an 
attached cover letter were sent. The survey, cover letter, and list of businesses who received the 
survey can be found in Appendix 4.3.  Respondents were also given the opportunity to take the 
survey online at www.Surveymonkey.com.  
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One of the primary issues with the survey was that a single individual could submit their answers 
twice; both online and on the hard copy. This issue was brought up before the survey was sent 
out, however it was determined that the benefit of potentially receiving more completed surveys 
outweighed the cost of undetected duplicate responses.  Staff agreed that mailing the survey 
would reach the most potential respondents, but that the convenience factor of providing an 
online link would greatly increase the number of responses. To further promote the online survey, 
the City’s webmaster posted a “news flash” on The City of Morro Bay’s homepage with a link to 
the business owner survey. The news flash provided information about the project, and urged 
business owners to take the survey. 
 
A total of 49 respondents took the business sign survey. The majority (33 respondents) filled the 
survey out by hand, and 16 respondents took the survey online. Results were compiled in an 
Excel document, and are summarized in graphic form below. The handwritten survey responses, a 
summary of the Survey Monkey results, and the “comments” made by respondents can be found 
in Appendix 4.5.  
 
Although business owners were divided on many issues, the following themes emerged after 
reading comments and analyzing the survey results: 
• Many respondents want to lift the ban on A-frame signs, but a portion of these 
respondents would like to see A-frame signs strictly regulated. That is, they want A-
frame signs to be permitted only if business owners can meet certain aesthetic and 
placement requirements. This information was learned through analysis of multiple 
questions and through the reading of comments. 
• The majority of respondents (73%)  believe that the City’s sign code is applied 
inconsistently. The attached comments reveal that some business owners believe that 
enforcement is somewhat “selective and inconsistent.” A few respondents also 
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commented that corporations are favored, and that they are allowed unfair exceptions. 
However, despite issues with selective enforcement, 41% of respondents believe that 
enforcement of illegal signs is not an issue. 
• More than half of respondents are happy with the current signs in Morro Bay; however, 
survey comments and answers defined under “other” reveal that digital (reader) signs, A-
frame signs, window signs, flags/banners, non-professionally made signs and signs made 
of unappealing materials are among the most disliked types of signs. 
• The majority of respondents (86%) believe that signs are “very important” to the success 
of their business, and that it would be beneficial to have different sign requirements in 
different business districts.  
• Although some business owners believe that their signs are too small and can’t be seen 
from the street, the majority of respondents (51%) are happy with their current signage.  
• The majority of business owners either support business directional signs on the 
Embarcadero, or have a neutral stance on the issue. 
 
   Figure 4.2: Primary Business Owner Survey Results 
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Figure 4.2: Primary Business Owner Survey Results (continued) 
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Figure 4.2: Primary Business Owner Survey Results (continued) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
48 
 
Resident Survey: 
A survey for Morro Bay residents was also administered using Survey Monkey. A link to this 
survey was included in the previously mentioned news flash. This survey had only four 
respondents, all of whom reported being Morro Bay residents. All respondents reported that they 
are happy with the current signs in Morro Bay with respect to aesthetics, and that they would 
support directional signs on the Embarcadero. Three of the respondents said that businesses 
should be guaranteed a minimum size sign regardless of frontage size, while one respondent 
skipped this question. Half of respondents believe that pole signs and A-frame signs degrade 
community character, and that A-frame signs should be strictly prohibited at all times. Three of 
four respondents reported that they do not want uniformity in the appearance of signs, and that 
they would support having different sign requirements for different areas of town. A summary 
report of the survey results can be found in Appendix 4.6. 
 
4.3 Primary Interviews 
 
Interview with Shanna Farley-Judkins, City of Carpinteria, California,  Assistant Planner: 
In a previous correspondence, Carpinteria’s Community Development Director, Jackie Campbell, 
stated that the current sign ordinance in Carpinteria is outdated and that the City is preparing a 
new draft zoning ordinance. Included in this draft is an updated sign ordinance. Ms. Campbell 
suggested that staff member Shanna Farley-Judkins be interviewed because she has the most 
knowledge of the current and draft sign ordinance in Carpinteria. An interview was carried out on 
April 19th, 2013.  
 
Ms. Farley-Judkins provided useful information regarding signs, public outreach and politics. Her 
insights were used as a tool during the formation of Morro Bay’s updated sign ordinance. Some 
of the key points Ms. Farley-Judkins made during the interview are summarized as follows: 
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• The City does not get many complaints about the sign ordinance, but many individuals do not 
interpret the requirements properly (code is not specific enough). The new code will be more 
explicit so that confusion, counter staff time, and delays are reduced. 
• The new draft ordinance makes use of tables to increase clarity. 
• Carpinteria’s new code will require that storefronts reduce signage to allow view of the 
interior of stores. This is considered in our general plan as an objective for friendly pedestrian 
commercial frontages. 
• Maintenance costs and time must be considered if directional business signs are proposed.  
With businesses always changing, and new ones arriving, it could be hard to keep up with the 
changes and make sure there are slots for new businesses.  
• When writing a sign ordinance it is especially important to get the Chamber of Commerce 
and business owners involved with the process. Also, be wary of consultants because they 
can sometimes push ideas that may not suit smaller communities. 
 
The full interview can be found in Appendix 4.7. 
 
Planning and Building Manager, Kathleen Wold; Associate Planner, Cindy Jacinth: 
Morro Bay Planners Kathleen Wold and Cindy Jacinth were not formally interviewed during this 
project, but were instead active participants throughout the entire process. Both planners offered 
their thoughts on what changes needed to be made to the draft sign ordinance.  Due to their 
experience and knowledge of the current sign ordinance, they were able to pinpoint problem areas 
and offer solutions that could be applied in an updated ordinance. The newly proposed sign 
ordinance was reviewed, critiqued, approved, and actively worked on by both aforementioned 
Morro Bay Planners. 
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4.4 Outreach Analysis 
 
Outreach efforts are a key part of writing zoning ordinances that reflect the desires of the 
community. Both secondary and primary data were analyzed during the process of this sign 
ordinance update.  When a clear consensus was reached among respondents on a certain question, 
the knowledge gained from this consensus was used to amend or validate old ideas, and to also 
form new ideas associated with the proposed ordinance.  The issues summarized below highlight 
the most important issues, but all results and comments were considered during the creation of the 
sign ordinance update. 
 
Themes observed in all surveys and other outreach efforts: 
Respondents reached a consensus on the following issues: 
• The city's sign code is applied inconsistently. The amount of comments on this issue 
exemplified that fairness is an issue among the community. The sign ordinance update 
must introduce tools to insure that the codes are applied consistently. 
• Signs are very important to businesses in Morro Bay. Only 4% of respondents stated that 
their signs are not very important to the success of their business. 
• 56% of respondents stated that the current sign ordinance is not user friendly. While this 
is not an overwhelming majority, having a clear and easy to understand sign ordinance is 
a basic necessity. While it may be difficult to please everyone in regards to the 
regulations within the sign ordinance, these regulations should at least be clear and 
comprehensible to all residents and business owners. 
• As far as attracting more customers, business owners stated that allowing A-frame signs 
and allowing all businesses to have more signage would be the most important changes. 
• “Digital reader signs” was the most popular choice when respondents were asked what 
types of signs degrade Morro Bay’s community character. A-frame signs, window signs, 
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flags/banners and illuminated signs are also disliked by many respondents. Some 
respondents also used the “other” choice to specify a dislike for temporary and paper 
signs.  
• Secondary surveys reveal that 91% of respondents believe that businesses should be 
allowed special allowance or exceptions in regards to the sign ordinance, and 92% of 
respondents believe that murals should not be considered signs. 
 
Questions left unanswered: 
After analyzing the survey data it is evident that respondents were divided on some of the 
questions; that is, a clear consensus was not reached.  In these cases it is the job of planners to 
collaborate with other city staff members, and to use their skills and experience to make the best 
possible decisions.  
 
Respondents were divided on the following ideas and issues: 
• Sign enforcement: while there were many comments regarding selective enforcement, 41% of 
respondents believe that enforcement of illegal signs is a non-issue. 
• Respondents were split down the middle when asked if they are happy with their current 
signage. While the majority of “unhappy” respondents claim their signs are too small and 
cannot be seen from the street, 51% of respondents are happy with their signs. This means 
that for more than half of the business owners, the current sign ordinance is allowing them the 
signage they need. 
• Respondents were fairly divided when asked about the aesthetic appearance of signs in Morro 
Bay. Twenty-three (23) primary survey respondents stated that they are happy with the way 
signs look around the City. For those who believe aesthetics are unsatisfactory, it was clear 
that sign materials, professionalism, and the existence of too many signs in general are issues 
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that need to be addressed in the new sign ordinance. There were many useful comments 
concerning sign materials; some respondents pointed out that various handmade signs 
throughout the City are unappealing, and detract from the overall appearance of the 
streetscape. Past survey results reported that 76% of respondents were unhappy with signs in 
the City, however the reasoning behind this opinion is unclear. 
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Chapter 5: Case Studies 
5.1 Introduction 
 
This section discusses major themes from sign ordinances currently existing in other cities. The 
cities included were selected based on their geographic location, community character, 
demographics, and quality of sign code. For comparison purposes (in terms of demographics) it 
must be stated that according to the 2010 U.S. Census, the City of Morro Bay has a population of 
10,234 and a median age of 48.9 years old. The following sections explain the reasoning behind 
each selection, and any key ideas or themes observed in each city’s ordinance. The themes 
examined focus mainly on sign area (which is perhaps the most discussed element of the code and 
is the most noticeable feature when signs are observed in a community), materials, sign 
placement, and allowable sign types. Ideas were not taken directly from these ordinances, but 
instead used for general guidance during the formation of Morro Bay’s updated sign ordinance. 
 
5.2 Santa Cruz, California 
 
The City of Santa Cruz, CA was analyzed because like Morro Bay, it is a funky beach 
community located along California's coast. According to the 2010 U.S. Census, the population 
of Santa Cruz is 59,946 (nearly six times greater than that of Morro Bay), and has a median age 
of 29.9 years old. The City of Santa Cruz provides an example of a sign code that exists in a city 
with similar geographic and community character qualities to Morro Bay, but with a sizeable 
difference in demographics.  
 
The first noticeable aspect of this code is the unique title; “Part 4: Advertising Devices, Signs, 
and Billboards.” The code does not include photos or graphics; however it does include two 
graphs that illustrate allowed sign square footage based on frontages and wall areas (Section 
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24.12.390). It must also be mentioned that the code does not include definitions, which is unusual 
for sign codes. The code is organized uniquely, allocating a different section for each type of 
sign. For example, Section 24.12.322 is titled “Wall Signs,” and the section includes information 
about allowable location (on the building) and areas, and how many signs are permitted on the 
premise.  
 
Unlike the other codes analyzed, it is apparent that Santa Cruz’s code does not match allowable 
sign types with uses. For example, under the “Freestanding Signs” section there is no information 
about what zones or uses permit this type of sign. If someone reads an individual section such as 
“Freestanding Signs,” it could be assumed that this type of sign is allowed anywhere. However, 
the Santa Cruz code states that “There may be permitted for each place of business or occupancy, 
a combination of not more than two types of signs; freestanding, wall, or projecting” (Section 
24.12.334).  
 
5.3 Atascadero, California 
 
The City of Atascadero, CA is not a beach town, however Morro Bay City staff stated that 
Atascadero’s code has high quality elements and should be further examined.  According to the 
2010 U.S. Census, Atascadero has a population of 28,310 and a median age of 41. The reported 
population and geographical features are very different in Atascadero; however, of all the cities 
selected for analyzing, Atascadero has a median age closest to that of Morro Bay. And although it 
is not a beach town, Atascadero is close to Morro Bay (approximately 17 miles driving) and is 
part of the Central Coast region of California.  These geographic similarities are not present in the 
other cities used for comparison and research. 
 
One key feature related to Atascadero’s sign ordinance is the existence of a four-page 
informational handout called “City of Atascadero Sign Guidelines,” which uses images, tables, 
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and straightforward text to outline the sign ordinance (see Appendix 5.1).  This handout is 
supplementary to their official Municipal Code.  The handout includes minimal amounts of text, 
which makes finding important sign-related information simple for the user.  On the first page the 
handout includes basic information about the purpose of the sign ordinance, and clearly lists 
“Exempt Signs” and “Prohibited Signs.”  With the help of graphics, the following pages help 
business owners quickly discover what they can and can’t do with their signs. 
 
As far as the content of the sign ordinance, Atascadero’s code is quite unique in that it permits the 
use of large temporary banners. The code exempts large (40 sq. ft.) temporary banners that are in 
place for a maximum of 30 days. The City of Atascadero also permits the use of window 
lettering/graphics, A-frame signs, and freeway-oriented signs without the signs counting towards 
the total allowable sign area for a business. In the smaller city of Morro Bay, allowing free use of 
large scale signage is not appropriate (even in the freeway-oriented North Main district).  
 
One similarity that can be referenced is Atascadero’s specifications for their “downtown 
districts.” These regulations restrict total signage to 50 sq. ft. per business, and are designed to 
make storefronts appealing to pedestrians. The City has also implemented design guidelines that 
must be met before signs are approved. However, despite the strict regulations, businesses in 
downtown districts are allowed to implement window lettering/graphics, directory signs,  
“building name” signs, and A-frame signs without the signs counting towards their total 
allowable sign area.  
 
5.4 Carpinteria, California 
The City of Carpintaria, CA was analyzed because it has many similarities to the City of Morro 
Bay. The demographics in Carpinteria are similar to those observed in Morro Bay. The 2010 U.S. 
Census reports a population of 13,040 and a median age of 39.5 years old. Like both Morro Bay 
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and Santa Cruz, Carpintaria is a tourism destination located right on the beach, and is known for 
being a relaxed and active community. Based on geography, demographics, and community 
character of the selected cities Carpinteria is perhaps the most similar to Morro Bay.  It must also 
be noted that I was a part of a Cal Poly Planning Studio that worked with the City of Carpinteria 
in the spring of 2012. I have personal experiences that allowed observations of these similarities 
first hand.  
 
Carpinteria’s sign code allows signage to be eclectic and unique; however Assistant Planner 
Shanna Farley-Judkins stated that regulations are tightening in the City's new draft ordinance. See 
Appendix 4.7 for more information about Carpinteria's draft ordinance. 
 
Another interesting feature of the sign code relates to lodging establishments. The code states, 
"Price signs for lodging posted outside any hotel, motel, motor court, bed and breakfast inn and 
like establishment must indicate the range of rates charged, including the highest and lowest rates 
currently in effect" (Section 14.58.070). With the abundance of hotels and motels in Morro Bay, 
the implementation of a similar regulation would have wide effects, both positive and negative, 
throughout the City. While such a regulation would provide tourists with important lodging 
information, requiring the implementation of such a sign would cost small businesses money. 
During a time of economic distress it may be unreasonable to impose extraneous costs on hotel 
and motel owners, and it is likely that such a proposal would be ill received.  
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Chapter 6:  Morro Bay's Existing Sign Codes 
6.1 The Current Ordinance 
Issues with the current code: 
Morro Bay’s current sign ordinance was adopted in 1995. In the past eighteen years there have 
been nationwide changes to marketing strategies, commercial sign design, laws relating to signs, 
and the way sign ordinances are organized and presented. Changes need to be made to the current 
sign ordinance to make certain it meets current standards. 
 
In order for Morro Bay's sign ordinance to be successfully updated, it is important to pinpoint the 
problems with this existing code.  According to the community outreach results, the majority of 
participants are not happy with the way signs currently look in Morro Bay.  This is a significant 
piece of information, but the more important question is, why?  A copy of the current sign 
ordinance is located in Appendix 6.1. 
 
Permit Fees: 
Fees and application format for sign permits affect the willingness of business owners to 
approach the city for approvals. Sign permit fees according to the “City of Morro Bay Master Fee 
Schedule for the 2012/13 Fiscal Year” are listed in Figure 6.1.  
 
  Sign Permit $84.00 
  Sign Exception (CUP) $698.00 
  Pole Sign (CUP) $698.00 
Figure 6.1: Current Fee Schedule 
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Permit fees for conforming sign proposals are relatively low in the City of Morro Bay. In other 
words, it is not the fees that prevent business owners in Morro Bay from obtaining a sign permit.   
Exception permits, on the other hand, are quite expensive. This high fee has the potential to deter 
businesses from applying for an exception, and could instead motivate them to take the risk of 
constructing an unpermitted sign.  
 
Applications: 
Morro Bay’s current sign application forms are being updated along with the sign ordinance. The 
new applications include detailed instructions and graphics with the hope that additional 
information will make regulations and requirements clear to readers. The new applications will 
not be completed until a new sign ordinance is approved by Morro Bay's decision making bodies. 
 
6.2 The Old Draft Ordinance 
As mentioned, consultants previously developed a sign ordinance update for the City of Morro 
Bay that was never implemented (see Appendix 6.2).  In order to write a successful “new” draft 
sign ordinance, it is important to discover the changes made by the consultants to the existing 
(current) sign ordinance. A comparison of the current ordinance with the “old” draft ordinance in 
matrix form can be found in Appendix 6.3. The following sections will provide a summary of 
what is included in the “old” draft ordinance, and how this draft differs from the existing sign 
ordinance. 
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There are many differences between the existing sign ordinance and the “old” draft sign 
ordinance. The changes observed in the “old” draft ordinance are summarized as follows: 
 
• The organization of content is very different. 
• Uses graphics to communicate regulations and explain how sign area calculations work. 
• Exempts small permanent window signs and other small signs from allowable area 
calculations. 
• Does not determine allowable sign area based on the use of different types of signs. 
• Businesses in C1, MCR, CVS, WF, and GC zones are allowed less signage. 
• Businesses in industrial zones are granted more allowable sign area per linear ft. of 
frontage than businesses in commercial zones. 
 
Graphics: 
One of the key aspects of the draft ordinance is the use of graphics to illustrate sign concepts.  
Most traditional zoning ordinances consist of just text that is organized by sections and 
subsections.  Newer sign ordinances are taking advantage of graphics to make the set of 
regulations clearer and more user-friendly. A single picture has the ability to replace one or more 
paragraphs of text, making graphic-based codes simple and more concise.  Benefits of using 
graphics in sign codes are as follows: 
• Leaves the public with fewer questions concerning regulations. Fewer questions directed 
at city planners concerning the regulations, the less staff time needed at the front counter.  
• A shorter, organized code reduces the time it takes staff to look up information when 
questions or uncertainties arise.  
• Graphics illustrate a real world example that helps staff explain how a regulation works, 
and why such a regulation was enacted.  
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Exemptions: 
Another key change in the draft ordinance is found at the end of Section 17.68.010 under 
“Exempt Signs.” The old draft code aims to exempt “small signs” and relatively small “window 
signs” from allowable sign area calculations. The draft code includes the following: 
L.   Small Signs. Any sign no larger than eight square feet in area, attached to a freestanding 
sign structure no higher than five feet, a window, or a building wall. This exception may 
include, but is not limited to, commercial and non-commercial signs, freedom of speech 
signs, organization identification signs, and commemorative plaques within the required size 
limits.  
N.   Window Signs. Window signs not exceeding 20 percent coverage of each glass window or 
glass door to which the sign is attached or 10 square feet, whichever is greater. Any sign that 
is hung within three feet of a window, attached to a display located within three feet of a 
window, or painted on the window is considered a window sign. For temporary window 
signs, refer to Section 17.68.070.  
 
These exemptions are very interesting proposals.  First, allowing a window sign not exceeding 20 
percent coverage in every window would allow business owners much more total signage than 
originally permitted.  Would allowing all windows to have signs that were not reviewed by the 
Planning Department invite the opportunity for business owners to clutter every window within 
the City's commercial districts?  
 
Secondly and more importantly, allowing an unrestricted number of “small” signs on buildings 
and freestanding sign structures could provide a loophole that would allow business owners to 
legally implement excessive amounts of signage. 
 
Allowable Sign Area: 
The draft ordinance includes important changes to allowable sign areas that apply to select 
commercial, mixed-use, and industrial zones.  
1. In the following zones the allowable sign area is reduced to 0.5 sq. ft. per linear ft. of 
building frontage: C1, MCR, CVS, GO, WF, and GC.   
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2. In the following zones the allowable sign area for awning/canopy signs, window signs, 
monument signs, and pole signs is increased to 2 sq. ft. per linear ft. of frontage: C2, CF, 
M1, M2, H and MMR.   
 
Most of Morro Bay’s businesses (and especially those that rely on a storefront to attract 
customers) are located on the Embarcadero, along North Main St., and in the downtown.  C1, 
MCR, WF and CVS zones are by far the primary zoning designations in these commercial hubs. 
As proposed in the draft ordinance, the allowable sign area in these zones would effectively be 
reduced by 50%. If implemented, the draft ordinance would make the majority of signs within the 
City non-conforming.   
 
Prohibited Signs: 
Another important change observed in the old draft ordinance is the removal of a regulation that 
prohibits “signs in connection with any home occupation.” If implemented in its current state, the 
draft ordinance would allow signage to be placed in residential neighborhoods.  In most 
communities (and especially in Morro Bay), potentially allowing signs in residential areas would 
create a sense of anxiety and anger among residents.  
 
Another change is the absence of an A-frame or “sandwich board” sign prohibition. The existing 
sign ordinance clearly bans A-frame signs, even if they are on a business’s property. A-frame 
signs in regards to the new draft ordinance will be further discussed in Chapter 7. 
 
Computation of Sign Area: 
One advantage observed in the draft ordinance can be attributed to the graphics dedicated to 
showing how “allowable sign area” is calculated under different circumstances. In addition to 
instructions on calculating sign areas for normal rectangular signs, the document includes 
diagrams showing how to determine areas for circle shaped, “oddly” shaped, and letter-based 
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signs.  Incorporation of these graphics into a new ordinance would reduce the number of counter 
questions about area calculations, and also cut down on the number of requested revisions for 
sign permit applications. 
 
Signs for Lodging: 
The draft ordinance introduces a regulation that applies to lodging-based businesses located in R-
2 districts.  The current ordinance only addresses hotels, motels, and bed/breakfast establishments 
located in R-3 or R-4 districts. The draft ordinance simply applies the old R-3 regulations to the 
R-2 regulation, and then moves the sign rules for lodging located in R-3 into the existing R-4 
regulation.  The draft section is as follows:  
B.  Hotels, Motels, and Bed and Breakfast Establishments.   
1.  R2 Districts. One surface sign or monument sign per bed and breakfast establishment 
and attraction boards as provided in the Section 17.68.070(C)(5) are permitted with a 
maximum sign area of 0.5 square feet per linear foot of building frontage.  
2.  R3 and R4 Districts.  Signs may be permitted in accordance with the provisions for 
commercial zones as provided in Section 17.68.060 below as well as attraction boards as 
provided in Section 17.68.070(C)(5). 
 
This change may seem minor, but hotels in Morro Bay are a major land use, as well as a 
component of the City’s tax base.  This change would directly affect lodging located in R-3 
zones, adhering to “provisions for commercial zones” instead of the regulation allowing 0.5 sq. ft. 
per linear foot of building frontage. Commercial zones allow many other types of signs in 
addition to monument and surface signs, the only two allowed in the current ordinance for hotels 
located in R-3 zones.  Furthermore, commercial zones permit surface signs to have an area of 2 
sq. ft. per linear foot of building frontage (if not used in conjunction with other types of signs).   
In some circumstances this change would increase allowable sign area by four times, and could 
allow certain lodging establishments to construct signs as a large as 200 sq. ft. This change would 
greatly benefit lodging services located in R-3 and R-4 zones.  
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6.3 USSC Model Sign Ordinance 
In 2011 the United States Sign Council (USSC) published a new model sign code for their 
subscribers. The document entitled "Model On-Premise Sign Code" is an extremely detailed and 
dense document that, with slight modifications, can be adopted by cities lacking the resources to 
create a customized sign code. 
 
The article "New USSC Model Sign Code" by Richard Crawford proves to be an excellent source 
of information because it summarizes and discusses the relatively new model code.  Information 
and ideas were sourced from this code due to the fact it is so comprehensive. According to 
Crawford, "A town can simply add its name and make a few cosmetic changes to the document 
and use the Model Code as presented" (p. 22).  
 
Crawford also points out one of the more interesting elements within the USSC Model Sign 
Code; allowable sign areas for freestanding signs increase with roadway speed limits. This 
scheme is based on research regarding traffic safety. The larger the sign, the less time it takes fast 
moving motorists to focus in on. For example, a freestanding sign in a downtown zoning district 
along a street with a 25 MPH speed limit has a max area of 24 sq. ft. A sign along a "Limited 
Access Highway" with a 70 MPH speed limit has an allowable area of 741 sq. ft. (Crawford, p. 
23).   
      
In cases of uncertainty among staff in regards to proposed changes, the USSC model code was 
consulted; analyzing this model code helped maintain consistency in regards to accepted national 
standards and expectations.  
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Chapter 7:  Changes to the Sign Ordinance 
 
Important Note: Further changes will be made to the draft ordinance before it is presented to the 
Planning Commission during the summer of 2013.  All final edits and changes are not included in 
this report. When the new ordinance is approved, this report will be updated to document future 
discussion and reasoning behind changes to the final, implemented sign ordinance. 
 
7.1 Introduction 
After research of scholarly articles, city documents and news articles, the conduction of multiple 
interviews, participation in city meetings regarding the sign ordinance, and examination of past 
and present community outreach results, it is apparent that the old draft sign ordinance needs be 
updated before it is brought to Morro Bay’s Planning Commission for review and discussion.  
Using the findings presented in this background report, the final chapter discusses the proposed 
changes to the city’s current sign ordinance, and the reasoning behind these changes.   
 
7.2 Allowable Sign Area and Calculations 
Allowable Sign Area: 
As discussed in Section 5.3 of this report, the draft ordinance proposes a reduction in allowable 
sign area that would affect the majority of businesses in Morro Bay.  Analysis of survey results 
and comments reveals that signs are very important to business owners in Morro Bay.  It is not 
the intention of the new draft ordinance to further reduce the amount of allowable signage, but 
allow a fair amount that maximizes effectiveness and aesthetic appearances.   
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Sign Calculations: 
The new draft ordinance uses a “percent of frontage” calculation that replaces the traditional “sq. 
ft. allowable signage per linear sq. ft. of frontage” type calculation.   Using the traditional 
calculation (that appears in Morro Bay’s current sign code) leads to the approval of signage that is 
not proportionate to the building as a whole; only the length of building is considered. On the 
other hand, the more progressive percentage calculation considers the area of the entire frontage 
(length x width). The use of percentages that account for the entire frontage will grant business 
the appropriate amount of signage that is proportionate to the building. 
 
7.3 Prohibited Signs 
 
A-frame Signs: 
After much discussion it was decided that A-frame signs be allowed only in the Downtown 
District.  It is understood that A-frame signs are important to business owners along the 
Embarcadero; however, with the development of a Tourist-Oriented Directional Sign Plan for the 
Embarcadero, the need for A-frame signs will decrease. Furthermore, A-frame signs are an issue 
along the Embarcadero because they crowd the sidewalks and infringe on the pedestrian right-of-
way.  
 
Because the new proposed directional sign plan focuses on the Embarcadero, it was decided that 
business owners in the Downtown be granted the opportunity to use A-frame signs. The use of A-
frame signs will be restricted to insure that they do not degrade the aesthetic qualities of 
Downtown Morro Bay. 
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7.4 Sign Bonuses 
Projecting Signs: 
Projecting signs deserve discussion because, according to outreach efforts conducted by Cal Poly 
students, they are a type of sign that Morro Bay residents approve of. To be exact, the Cal Poly 
design studio reported that “pub signs” were liked by participants (pub signs are a type of 
projecting sign).  Furthermore, because projecting signs are oriented in a way that target 
pedestrians, it is appropriate that the use of projecting signs be encouraged. The Downtown and 
Embarcadero districts are associated with high volumes of pedestrian traffic, and these districts 
should therefore have signage that further promotes alternative modes of transportation (such as 
biking and walking). 
 
After much discussion, it was decided that businesses in the Embarcadero and Downtown 
districts be allowed a projecting sign that does not count towards the calculated allowable 
signage.  That is, businesses in these districts are granted a “free pass” to implement a small 
projecting sign. The bonus can also be used towards implementing a larger projecting sign. 
 
Wall Signs with Individual Lettering: 
Bonuses will also be granted to applicants who choose to use wall signs with individual lettering. 
Individually lettered signs, as opposed to "canned" signs, are generally seen as more aesthetically 
pleasing. Canned signs will have a greater allowable maximum size, and applicants proposing 
this type of sign will receive a bonus on top of their allowable signage.  
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7.5 Low Impact Signage 
Low Impact Signage:  
The City of Morro Bay is in the process of adopting a Climate Action Plan, and is also looking 
for other ways to increase sustainability efforts.  Apart from addressing sign illumination and 
light pollution issues (in Chapter 2), an updated sign ordinance should include regulations that 
address energy efficiency and sign materials.  One idea to promote sustainability in the City could 
be offering incentives to business owners who have their signs constructed with a certain 
percentage of recycled materials.  One example of an incentive would be offering a 10% 
allowable sign area bonus to business owners who can provide proof that their sign(s) were made 
of sustainable materials (e.g. post-consumer recyclable material). 
 
Impact! Signs is a sign manufacturer based in LaGrange, IL that offers green sign alternatives.  
Among a long list of environmentally friendly offerings, they sell solar powered illuminated signs 
that use no electricity.  In the relatively sunny climate of Morro Bay, such signs could potentially 
be very effective in reducing energy consumption. (www.impactsigns.com/green-signs/). 
 
In addition, California Outdoor Design Studio, a company based in Murrieta, CA, provides 
sustainably produced outdoor furniture and signage.  They claim that their signs made out of 
recycled plastic lumber can withstand any kind of weathering, negating the need to repaint, stain, 
or seal the surfaces. These signs conserve resources by using recycled materials and also 
eliminate the need to restore the sign by applying potentially toxic products.  
(www.outdoordesignstudio.com/signs.html). 
 
These ideas involving low impact signage will not be written into the new draft ordinance; 
however, they will be mentioned during presentation of the code to the Planning Commission. If 
the Commission sees that these issues are important, a section will be added to the ordinance 
 
 
68 
 
addressing recycled materials (and some kind of program that awards business owners who take 
part in making their community more sustainable and environmentally conscious).  
 
Lighting: 
The new ordinance also requires all newly fabricated internally illuminated signs to include 
energy efficient LED lighting.  
 
7.6 Other Changes 
Graphics: 
Some of the graphics from the older draft ordinance were used in the new ordinance, however, 
new ones were also created using Google Sketchup, Adobe Illustrator, and Adobe Photoshop. 
These new graphics were designed to be both aesthetically attractive and informative. 
 
Organization:   
The new draft ordinance is completely reorganized. The goal of the new organization is to 
incorporate the Four Districts (discussed earlier in this report), increase clarity, and make the 
document more user-friendly. 
Conclusion 
This report was produced as part of Erik Berg-Johansen’s Masters Project for the Master of City 
and Regional Planning degree at Cal Poly.  This report was used to generate ideas and document 
progress and decisions during the process of writing the new draft sign ordinance for the City of 
Morro Bay.  Once completed, the draft ordinance will be presented to the Planning Commission 
during the summer of 2013. At the time of approval this report will be edited to reflect the final 
state of the approved sign ordinance, and will become an important part of documentation for the 
City’s sign ordinance update project. 
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Chapter 17.68 Sign Regulations 
 
 
Sections:  
17.68.010 Purpose  
17.68.020 Commercial Signs and Calculations 
A.  Sign Types 
 B.  Computation of Sign Area 
C.  Computation of Facades 
17.68.030 Standards for ALL Districts and Zones 
A.  Design Principles 
 B.  Construction, Maintenance, Abandonment, and Removal 
C.  Provisions for Nonconforming and Illegal Signs 
D. General Sign Standards (Commercial and Non-Commercial) 
E. Prohibited Signs 
17.68.040 Embarcadero District 
17.68.050 Downtown District 
17.68.060 Quintana Road District 
17.68.070 North Main District 
17.68.080 Lodging Establishments 
17.68.090 Sign Permits  
17.68.100 Master Sign Program 
17.68.110 Appeals  
17.68.120 Definitions 
 
 
17.68.010 Purpose   
 
The purpose of this Chapter is to regulate signs so that they express and enhance the 
character and environment of the City of Morro Bay and its community. These 
regulations recognize the importance of business activity to the economic vitality of the 
City. Specifically, these regulations are intended to:  
 A. Encourage communications which aid in the identification of businesses and  
      activities.  
 B. Preserve and enhance the aesthetic character of the City.  
C. Restrict signs that overload the public’s capacity to receive information or that 
PART B 
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violate privacy.  
D. Prohibit signs which increase the probability of automobile accidents. 
E. Provide distinct regulations for different districts and lodging establishments. 
 
Morro Bay’s General Plan states, “The commercial areas of Morro Bay are composed of 
a wide variety of commercial uses as well as motels and some residential uses. There 
areas include the Downtown, the Embarcadero, Quintana Road, and North Main Street. 
Each has its own special character and function.”  This Chapter provides different sign 
regulations for each individual district as defined by the General Plan.  
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17.68.020 Commercial Signs and Calculations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 17.021: Sign Types 
Figure 17.022: Sign Types Continued 
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A. Sign Types  
1. A-Frame Signs (Temporary Sidewalk Signs). Signs not permanently attached to 
the ground or any other permanent supporting structure. Where permitted, A-
frame signs are subject to special regulations. 
 
2. Attraction Board means a device used to display information regarding 
conveniences, services and rates currently offered by facilities providing 
temporary accommodation.  
 
3. Awning and Canopy Signs.  Signs painted on awnings, canopies, arcades, or 
similar attachments or structures. Sign area for awning and canopy signs is 
calculated as the area within a single continuous enclosure around only the copy 
area of the lettering or logo of the sign.  
 
4. Banners.  A temporary sign of fabric, plastic, paper or other light pliable material 
not enclosed in a rigid frame, and which is suspended, mounted, or attached to 
buildings or poles at two ends or continuously across its longest side so as to 
allow movements of the sign by atmospheric conditions.  
 
5. Changeable Copy sign means a sign designed so that characters, letters or 
illustrations can be changed or rearranged without substantially altering the face 
or the surface of the sign.  
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6. Directory Sign. A collection of signs which list names of individual businesses 
located in a single building, courtyard, or property.  
7. Externally Illuminated Signs. A sign that is illuminated by a light source not 
attached to the sign. 
8. Internally Illuminated Signs. A sign which radiates light from any internal 
source or is backlit. 
9. Marquee Sign. A projecting sign that is part of a permanent entryway or canopy 
and traditionally associated with theaters. A marquee may include a projecting 
vertical sign extending above the cornice line of a building. See "Projecting 
Signs" below. 
10. Monument Signs. A sign erected on the ground or on a monument base designed 
as an architectural unit (and not attached to a building). Monument signs shall not 
interfere with safety sight angles on corners and at driveways.  
11. Pole Signs.  A freestanding sign erected on top of a pole (and not attached to a 
building). 
12. Projecting Signs (Pub Signs).  Signs under canopies or covers in conjunction 
with pedestrian walkways, or signs projecting from the building wall.  
13. Roof Signs. Signs erected upon, over or above the roof of a building or structure, 
or any sign affixed to the wall of a building so that it projects above the eave line 
of a roof.  
14. Snipe Sign. An off-site sign which is tacked, nailed, posted, pasted, glued or 
otherwise attached to trees, poles, stakes, fences or to other objects. 
15. Temporary Sign. A sign or advertising display designed or intended to be 
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displayed for a short period of time.   
16. Wall Signs (Surface Signs).  Wall surface signs include any sign attached to, 
erected against or painted upon the wall of a building or structure, the face of 
which is in a single plane parallel to the plane of the wall. Wall signs also include 
signs on a false or mansard roof.  
17. Window sign means any sign placed inside or upon a window facing the outside 
and which is intended to be seen from the exterior. 
 
B. Computation of Sign Area 
1. Single-faced Signs. The sign area of signs with sign faces on a single plane and 
viewable from only one side of the plane shall be measured as the entire area 
within a single continuous perimeter composed of squares or rectangles that 
enclose the extreme limits of all sign elements including, but not limited to, sign 
structures or borders, written copy, logos, symbols, illustrations, and color.   
2. Double-faced Signs.  Double-faced signs with sign faces that are parallel (back-
to-back) and a distance of less than three feet apart, or sign faces that have an 
interior angle of 45 degrees or less, shall be counted as a single sign with only 
one face measured in calculating sign area. Where the faces are not equal in size, 
the larger sign face shall be used as the basis for calculating sign area.   
3. Multi-faced Signs. The sign area of signs with three or more sign faces, or signs 
with two sign faces with a distance greater than three feet apart or an interior 
angle greater than 45 degrees, shall be calculated as the sum of all the sign faces.  
4. Three-dimensional Signs. Signs that consist of, or have attached to them, one or 
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more three-dimensional objects (i.e., balls, cubes, clusters of objects, sculpture, 
or statue-like trademarks), shall have a sign area of the sum of two adjacent sides 
or sign faces.  
 
 
 
Allowable sign area and sign types are designated by District.  See Figure 17.031 to 
determine what district your business is located in.  
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Figure 17.023: Measurement of Sign Area 
Three-Dimensional Signs 
Figure 17.024: Measurement of Double and Multi-Faced Signs 
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C. Computation of Facades 
 
 
“Façade” = (Building Frontage x Building 
Height) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*For the purposes of this  
  Ordinance, “building height” shall  
  not include the roof 
*For definition of “Building Frontage”  
   see Section 17.68.120. 
 
 
 
17.68.030 Standards for ALL Districts and Zones 
The following principles and regulations apply to all districts, zones, and areas within the 
City. No area in the City is exempt from the provisions listed in the following section. 
See other applicable commercial sign standards: (1) Determine appropriate district (using 
Figure 17.031) 
(2)  View table that applies to the appropriate district (Sections.17.68.040-17.68.070). For 
Lodging Establishments see Section 17.68.080.    
 
A. Design Principles 
The following principles are general criteria that should be considered in the design of all 
signs. Creative design is strongly encouraged, and signs should make a positive 
contribution to the aesthetic appearance of the street or commercial area where they are 
located. These principles will be used in reviewing and approving proposed signs and 
Building Height 
Building Frontage 
Figure 17.025: Façade Calculations 
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Master Sign Programs (see Section 17.68.100).   
 
1. Visibility. A sign should be conspicuous and readily distinguished from its 
surroundings.   
2. Legibility. The size and proportion of the elements of the sign's message, 
including logos, letters, icons and other graphic images, should be selected based 
on the average distance and average travel speed of the viewer. Sign messages 
oriented towards pedestrians may be smaller than those oriented towards 
automobile drivers. Colors chosen for the sign text and/or graphics shall have 
sufficient contrast with the sign background in order to be easily read during both 
day and night hours.  
3. Readability. A sign message should be easily recognized and designed in a clear, 
unambiguous and concise manner, so that a viewer can understand or make sense 
of what appears on the sign. Excessive use of large areas of several colors can 
create competition for the eye and significantly reduce readability.   
4. Architectural Compatibility. A sign (including its supporting structure, if any) 
should be designed as an integral design element of a building’s architecture, and 
should be architecturally compatible, including color and scale, with any building 
to which the sign is to be attached and with surrounding structures. A sign which 
covers a window, or which spills over "natural" boundaries or architectural features 
and obliterates parts of upper floor of buildings is detrimental to visual order and 
may not be permitted.  
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5.  Consistency with Area Character. A sign should be consistent with distinct area 
or district characteristics and incorporate common design elements such as sign 
materials or themes. Where signs are located in close proximity with a residential 
area, the sign should be designed and located so they have little or no impact on 
adjacent residential neighborhoods.  
 
B. Construction, Maintenance, Abandonment and Removal 
1. Construction and Maintenance  
a. Unless exempt, signs and supporting structures shall be installed in 
accordance with the Building Code.   
b. All signs, together with all supporting structures, shall be maintained in the 
following manner:  
i. Signs shall be kept free of rust, dirt and chipped, cracked or 
peeling paint. 
ii. All hanging, dangling, torn or frayed parts of signs shall be 
promptly repaired and graffiti and unauthorized attachments 
shall be removed. 
iii. Burned-out illumination shall be replaced immediately. 
iv. Sign areas shall be kept free and clear of all noxious 
substances, rubbish, and weeds. 
c. If a sign is removed from its supporting structure for longer than 60 days, the 
supporting structure shall be removed. 
d. Every sign, including those signs for which no permit is required, together 
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with all supports braces, guys and anchors shall be maintained in a safe, 
presentable and good structural condition at all times. The display surfaces of 
all signs shall be kept neatly painted, posted or otherwise maintained at all 
times. The owner of property on which the sign is located shall be responsible 
for the condition of the area in the vicinity of the sign, and shall be required to 
keep this area clear, sanitary and free from noxious or offensive substances, 
rubbish and flammable waste materials.  
 
2.  Abandonment. The following signs shall be presumed to be abandoned: 
a. Located on Property. Any sign which is located on property that becomes 
vacant and is unoccupied for a period of 60 days or longer. 
b. Unrelated to Property. Any sign which was erected for an occupant or 
business unrelated to the present occupant or business, except existing, 
nonconforming outdoor off-site freestanding signs. 
c. Time, Event or Purpose Sign. Any sign which pertains to a time, event or 
purpose which no longer exists. 
d. Temporarily Suspended Business. Permanent signs applicable to a business 
temporarily suspended because of a change of ownership or management of 
such business shall not be deemed abandoned unless the property remains 
vacant for a period of 60 days or more.   
 
3. Removal.  Abandoned signs are found to be a public nuisance due to their 
misleading and distracting nature and due to their contributing to visual blight, 
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detrimental to surrounding areas and the community generally. An abandoned 
sign face is prohibited and shall be removed by the property owner.  
 
C. Provisions for Nonconforming and Illegal Signs 
1. Existing Non-conforming Signs. Signs existing at the time of adoption of this 
Title, that do not comply with the provisions of this Chapter but that were legally 
erected pursuant to applicable state and city ordinances in effect at the time of 
construction, shall be regarded as nonconforming signs, subject to the following:   
a.  Use Change. Whenever the type of business or use changes with which a 
nonconforming sign is associated, the nonconforming sign associated with 
business shall be removed or otherwise made to conform to the provisions of 
this Chapter.  An example of a change in use is a traveler-serving amenity 
(such as a gas station or convenient store) becoming a resident-serving 
amenity (such as a furniture or clothes store). 
b. Limited Expansion. A nonconforming sign may not be expanded, extended, 
reconstructed, or altered in any way in its location or orientation to enable it 
to be read or viewed from a different direction than its original position. 
Except in the following cases:   
i. Changes in sign face, copy, graphic design or color are permitted 
provided that such sign not be removed.  
ii. If change in ownership of the business occurs, without any change to 
the type of business advertised by a nonconforming sign, the new 
owner may change any name or names on such sign provided that 
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there is no change in the sign size, configuration or orientation.  
c.  Other Requirements. Nonconforming signs are also subject to the 
provisions of Chapter 17.56: Nonconforming Uses and Structures.   
 
2. Illegal Signs. Whenever a sign is found to be erected or maintained in violation of 
any provision of this Chapter, this Title, or any other Federal, State, or local law, 
and such sign is not a nonconforming sign (e.g. it was a legal sign under the sign 
regulations in effect prior to adoption of the ordinance codified in this Chapter), 
the Director shall order that such sign be altered, repaired, reconstructed, 
demolished or removed, as may be appropriate, to abate such condition or the 
Director may initiate proceedings to abate the sign as a public nuisance under the 
provisions of the Business and Professional Code (Sections 5499.1 to 5499.16). 
Any work required to be done shall be completed within ten days of the date of 
such order, unless otherwise specified in writing. 
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D. General Sign Standards (Commercial and Non-Commercial) 
1. Attraction Boards for Hotels. Motels and Bed and Breakfast 
Establishments.  An attached or detached attraction board, not to exceed five 
square feet in sign area, is allowed, provided it is included within the calculation 
of the maximum allowable sign area for a hotel, motel, or bed and breakfast 
establishment.   
2. Announcement Signs. One sign, not exceeding 16 square feet in area and 6 feet 
in height, per street frontage on real property where construction, structural 
alteration or repair is to take place, or is taking place, which contains 
information regarding the purpose for which the building is intended and the 
individuals connected with the project, including names of architects, engineers, 
contractors, developers, finances and tenants. Announcement signs are exempt 
only for the duration of the construction of the building and shall be removed 
prior to issuance of a certificate of occupancy.  
3. Awning and Canopy Signs.  
a. Maximum Height. 25 feet above a sidewalk or public right-of-way.  
b. Marquee Signs. Removable copy may be changed on the face of permitted 
marquee signs without securing a sign permit.  
c. Maximum Height. Marquee signs may not project above the marquee face.   
4. Change of Business Signs. A temporary attachment or covering of wood, 
plastic, or canvas over a permanent sign indicating a change of ownership or 
activity may be displayed no longer than 30 days following the change of 
ownership or activity for which the sign is intended, or up to 90 days following 
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issuance of a building permit. The sign shall be no larger than the previously 
permitted permanent sign.  
5. Civic Event Signs.  Temporary signs announcing a campaign drive or event of a 
civic, public, quasi-public, philanthropic, educational or religious organization.   
a. Maximum Sign Area. 32 square feet.   
b. Maximum Time Period. 30 days. Such signs shall be removed within 15 
days after the event.  
6. Clearance from Utilities. Signs and their supporting structures shall maintain 
clearance and not interfere with electrical conductors, communications 
equipment or lines, surface and underground facilities and conduits for water, 
sewage, gas, electricity and communications equipment or lines. Signs shall not 
be placed in public utility easements unless express written permission from the 
affected public utility is obtained.  
7. Directional and Community Promotional Display Programs. Directional and 
community promotion sign programs advertising, directing or informing 
pedestrian of business service or community events and services not related to 
or located on the site shall be permitted on private property in C districts, and on 
public land with the granting of an encroachment permit.   
8. Drainage.  The roofs of canopies or marquees exceeding 25 square feet shall be 
drained to prevent dripping or flow onto public sidewalks or streets and shall be 
connected to an approved disposal source of adequate conductors.   
 
9. Encroachment into Public Street or Sidewalk. Any sign projecting over a 
17 
 
public street or sidewalk requires approval of the Director or City Engineer, 
except that projecting signs and pole signs are allowed a maximum 
encroachment of 12 inches over a public street or sidewalk subject to approval 
of an encroachment permit.   
10. Equipment Signs. Signs, not more than eight square feet in sign area, 
incorporated into displays, machinery, or equipment by a manufacturer, 
distributor, or vendor that identify or advertise only the product or service 
dispensed by the machine or equipment, such as signs customarily fixed to 
automated teller machines (ATMs), gasoline pumps, menu boards, and 
umbrellas. If a vending machine is visible from the street, the sign area shall be 
included in the total sign area allowed for the use.   
11. Flags. Flags and insignia of any government, except when incorporated into a 
commercial sign, are permitted.    
12. Illumination. Signs with any type of illumination are subject to all of the 
following standards:  
a. All lighting is subject to necessary electrical permits.  
b. All newly fabricated signs shall incorporate LEDs or equally energy 
efficient light source.  
c. Illuminated signs shall not be switched ON during daylight hours. All newly 
fabricated signs shall incorporate an automatic on/off switch. 
d. All illuminated signs shall be turned off at 10 PM or at the time the business 
closes. 
e. External lighting shall be properly shielded to prevent glare upon an 
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adjacent public right-of-way or adjacent property.  
f. Illumination shall be constant in intensity and color and shall not consist of 
flashing, animated or changing lights. 
g. Illumination shall not be distracting to pedestrians, motorists, or neighboring 
property.   
h. No sign shall emit or reflect light exceeding ten foot-candle power at ten 
feet from the face of the sign.  
13. Garage Sale Signs. One unlighted sign is permitted for garage sales, provided 
such sign does not exceed four square feet in area and is displayed on the 
property where such sale shall take place only on the day of the sale.   
14. Materials. All signs shall be made of substantial materials that are not subject 
to rapid deterioration.  
15. Mobile Home Parks. A mobile home park may be allowed one externally 
illuminated or non-illuminated identification sign, not to exceed the equivalent 
of one square foot of sign area per ten linear feet of frontage on each right-of-
way upon which it takes vehicular access. No sign shall have a surface area of 
greater than 30 square feet, a height of 8 feet, or be erected at right angles to the 
right-of-way.   
16. Mobile Vendor (Non-permanent Vendor) Signs. Signs fixed to mobile 
vending carts that identify or advertise the name, product, or service provided 
by the vendor. Each mobile vending cart is limited to a maximum sign area of 
eight square feet.  
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17. Monument Signs 
a. Maximum Height 5’ (five feet) 
b. Minimum Setbacks: One (1) foot from setback line.   
c. Landscaping.  Signs shall be placed in a landscaped planter or berm. As a 
condition of any sign permit for a monument sign, additional landscaping of 
the site may be required to better integrate sign appearance with the site.  
18. Pole Signs 
a. Landscaping.  Pole signs shall be placed within a landscaped planter with at 
least 28 square feet of planting area. As a condition of any sign permit for a 
pole sign, additional landscaping of the property may be required where 
needed to better integrate sign appearance with the site through scale and 
softening effects.   
b. Maximum Height. 15 feet; 20 feet within 200 feet of Highway 1, subject to 
approval of a conditional use permit.   
19. Sign Orientation. No sign, other than a projecting sign, shall be permitted that 
is so oriented as to be viewed primarily across an adjacent private property line. 
All signs must be visible directly from a public right-of-way, other public open 
space or parking lot or courtyard on the same site as the sign, without view lines 
extending over private property different from that on which the sign is located.  
20. Subdivision Signs. One sign per frontage, advertising the sale of a subdivision 
may be displayed on the site of the subdivision upon approval of a final map 
and initiation of construction for a period of one year.  The display period may 
be extended with written approval of the Director for a reasonable period of 
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time, not to exceed one year at any one time.  
21. Off-Site Directional Sign. One off-site sign not to exceed 36 square feet, 
providing direction to real estate available for sale or lease, during daylight 
hours only. Permission from the property owners of the site where the sign is 
placed is required.  
22. Real Estate and “Open House” Signs. Signs conveying information about the 
sale, rental, or lease of a property and the identification of the person or firm 
(agent) handling such sale, lease or rental, provided they comply with the 
following standards. Real estate and open house signs are exempt only during 
the period for which the property is offered for sale or lease.   
23. Political Campaign Signs. Political campaign signs not to exceed sixty-four 
square feet in area per site and shall be permitted only on private property;  
24. Parking and Directional Signs. On-site parking and directional signs, not 
exceeding eight square feet in sign area and five feet in height, that do not 
include any advertising messages or symbols.  
25. Projecting Signs.   
a.  Minimum Height. 8 feet above a sidewalk or other public right-of-way.   
b.  Maximum Height. 20 ft. above a sidewalk or other public right-of-way, but 
not above an eave or roof.   
26. Special Private Event Displays and Grand Opening Signs. A temporary sign 
may be erected on the premises of an establishment having a grand opening or 
special event provided that such signs shall not be displayed for a period 
exceeding thirty calendar days previous to such event. An establishment shall 
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not display such signs more than 60 days each year. Such signs shall be 
removed immediately after the event.  
27. Official Government Signs and Legal Notices. Official notices issued by a 
court, public body or office and posted in the performance of a public duty; 
notices posted by a utility or other quasi-public agent in the performance of a 
public duty; historical markers erected by a governmental body; identification 
information; directional signs erected by government bodies; or other signs 
required or authorized by law.   
28. Substitution of Sign Message. The owner of a permitted sign may substitute a 
non-commercial message for a commercial message or a commercial message 
for a non-commercial message. 
29. Vacated Signs. Sign faces shall be removed or made blank within 60 days after 
the activity, product, business, service, or other use which was being advertised 
has ceased or vacated the premises.  
30. Wall Surface Signs (“Wall” Signs).  Wall signs are subject to the standards in 
the following table. No wall surface sign may cover wholly or partially any 
required wall opening. 
 
  
WALL SURFACE SIGN STANDARDS  
Minimum Horizontal and Vertical Separation 
Between Signs 
3 ft. 
Maximum Projection from Surface of Building 12 in 
Minimum Vertical Separation Between Sign and 
Roof Line  
1 ft. (8 inches on a fascia or 
mansard roof) 
Maximum Height 20 ft. above a sidewalk or 
Above public right-of-way.  
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E. Prohibited Signs 
The following signs are prohibited in ALL districts: 
1. Animated and Moving Signs. Signs that incorporate, in any manner, any 
flashing, moving, rotating, pulsating or intermittent lighting, with the exception 
of approved time and temperature displays.  
2. Banners, Streamers, or Pennants. Signs, banners, pennants, valances or any 
other advertising display constructed of cloth, canvas, light fabric, paper, 
cardboard, wallboard or other light materials except for awnings and temporary 
signs as provided for in this Chapter.  
3. Billboards. Off premises outdoor advertising signs. 
4. Digital Signs.  Any electronic sign that resembles a television screen or video 
monitor, or that can be altered or changed from a remote location. 
5. Emissions. Signs that produce noise or sounds in excess of 40 decibels, 
excluding voice units at drive-through facilities, and signs that emit visible 
smoke, vapor, particles, or odor.  
6. Fence Signs. Signs on fences or free-standing walls, not part of a building.  
7. Obscenities. Signs that depict, describe, or relate to “specified sexual activities” 
or “specified anatomical areas” as defined in Chapter 17.41: Terms and 
Definitions.  
8. Obstruction to Exits. Signs that obstruct any fire escape, required exit, window 
or door opening intended as a means of egress.   
9. Obstruction to Ventilation. Signs that interfere with any opening required for 
ventilation.  
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10. Signs advertising brand names. Any sign that advertises a brand name is 
prohibited. 
11. Signs Creating Traffic Hazards. Signs located in such a manner as to 
constitute a traffic hazard or obstruct the view of any authorized traffic sign or 
signal device, or signs that may be confused with any authorized traffic sign, 
signal, or device; or that makes use of the words “stop”, “look”, “danger”, or 
any other word, phrase, symbol, or character that interferes with, misleads, or 
confuses vehicular drivers.   
12. Snipe Signs. Off-premise signs advertising a business or service. All 
commercial signs shall be on property owned or leased by the business owner. 
13. Signs on Public Bus Shelters or Benches. Signs located on bus shelters, 
benches, or similar structures provided for the use of passengers along the route 
of a bus, not including plaques containing the names of persons or organizations 
which have made gifts or donations of such street furniture.  
14. Vehicle Displays. Signs placed or displayed on vehicles parked in a 
conspicuous location to be used for on-site or off-site advertising, with the 
exception of signs advertising such vehicles for sale and vehicle identification 
signs in locations where sale of vehicles is permitted.  
15. Tire Stacks. Signs placed on stacked tires.   
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17.68.040 Embarcadero District 
Purpose. The Embarcadero District is home to many of the tourist-serving businesses in 
Morro Bay. The Embarcadero District contains a dense collection of restaurants, hotels, 
bars, museums, gift shops, and recreation-based businesses. The sign regulations for this 
district are intended to maintain its rustic, beach town character. This area is dominated 
by pedestrians; the code promotes small scale signs and projecting type signs that are 
oriented towards pedestrians and bicyclists. With the prohibition of window signs, the 
code also aims to maximize views of the bay from the street and walkways. 
The following chart displays all allowable sign types and specifications for businesses 
located in the Embarcadero District. 
  
• If a business is near the edge of a district, please consult Planning Staff to 
confirm appropriate district designation. 
• If a sign type does not appear in the following table it is prohibited in this 
district. 
•  Signs advertising BRAND NAMES are prohibited in all districts.  
• Signs that describe offered products or services COUNT towards total allowed 
signage. 
• If illumination or lighting of ANY kind is proposed on or around signs, see 
Section 17.68.030, D-12. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Market St. 
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Embarcadero District 
Sign Type Sign Area Allowed 
Max. Sign 
Area per 
sign (sq. 
ft) 
Total # of 
signs allowed 
Total 
Max. 
Sign 
Area (sq. 
ft) 
Additional 
Regulations 
Awning and Canopy  
10% of 
primary 
facade, 5% of 
secondary 
facade 
24 
1 per frontage       
(choose one 
type) 
60 
See Section 
17.68.030, D-3 
Wall (Surface)  24 See Section 17.68.030, D-30 
Roof 24 
Top of sign must be 
below maximum 
allowed building 
height 
Monument 
(Freestanding) 25 1 per frontage 
See Section 
17.68.030, D-16 
Projecting (Pub)  16 1 per frontage See Section 17.68.030, D-25 
Bonuses   
    
Projecting (Pub)  PLUS (+) 8 sq. ft. 16  
 
  
Wall (Surface)  
PLUS (+) 4 
sq. ft. for  
Individual 
Lettering  
28   
    
Table 17.041: Embarcadero District Regulations 
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17.68.050 Downtown District 
Purpose. The Downtown District houses a combination of resident-serving and tourist-
serving businesses. While there are many restaurants, gift shops and galleries, the district 
also contains banks, shopping markets, offices, and service-based businesses such as 
automobile repair shops. The sign regulations for this district are intended to preserve the 
small-town character that residents, tourists, and business owners enjoy. The code is 
designed to eliminate excessive signage while promoting pedestrian-oriented signs.   
The following chart displays all allowable sign types and specifications for businesses 
located in the Embarcadero District. 
  
• If a business is near the edge of a district, please consult Planning Staff to 
confirm appropriate district designation. 
• If a sign type does not appear in the following table it is prohibited in this 
district.  
• Signs advertising BRAND NAMES are prohibited in all districts.  
• Signs that describe offered products or services COUNT towards total allowed 
signage. 
• If illumination or lighting of ANY kind is proposed on or around signs, see 
Section 17.68.030, D-12. 
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A-frame Signs. The following provisions apply to A-frame signs: 
 
1. One (1) A-frame sign per business is allowed (and will not count towards total 
allowable signage). 
2.  Signs must have the following dimensions: 2’ x 3’ (two feet wide by three feet 
tall). 
3.  An illustration of the proposed sign shall be submitted. Signs shall be legible and 
consistent with other signs on the property. 
4. Signs cannot advertise brand names. 
5.  A site layout map showing the sidewalk, buildings, and proposed A-frame location 
shall be submitted with the standard sign application. 
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Downtown 
Sign Type Sign Area Allowed* 
Max. 
Sign 
Area per 
sign (sq. 
ft) 
Total # of signs 
allowed 
Total 
Max. 
Sign 
Area 
(sq. ft) 
Additional 
Regulations 
Awning and Canopy  
10% of 
primary 
facade, 10% 
of secondary 
facade 
48 
1 per frontage       
(choose one type) 
100 
See Section 
17.68.030, D-3 
Marquee 80 See Section 17.68.030, D-25 
Wall (Surface)  48 See Section 17.68.030, D-30 
Monument 
(Freestanding) 25 1 per frontage 
See Section 
17.68.030, D-16 
Projecting (Pub)  16 1 per frontage See Section 17.68.030, D-25 
Bonuses       
Projecting (Pub)  PLUS (+) 8 sq. ft. 16   
 
  
Wall (Surface)  
PLUS (+) 4 
sq. ft. for 
Individual 
Lettering  
28 
  
 
  
A-Frame See A-frame sign specifications below       
Table 17.051: Downtown District Regulations 
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17.68.060 Quintana Road District 
Purpose. The Quintana Road District contains many of the City’s larger commercial 
buildings, strip malls, and gas stations. Due to the existence of large parking lots and the 
adjacent Highway 1, this district is auto-oriented. The sign regulations for this zone focus 
on allowing large-scale commercial and industrial businesses adequate signs that are 
proportionate to the associated structures. The regulations also promote motorist safety 
by requiring that signs are clear and legible from the road. 
 
17.68.070 North Main District 
Purpose.  The North Main District is composed of industrial, commercial, and mixed use 
zones. While pedestrian and bicycle activity is present, this district is auto-oriented. The 
regulations for this district promote signs that are appealing to pedestrians, bicyclists, and 
automobiles. The regulations for this district also intend to increase the aesthetic quality 
of signs that are visible from Highway 1.   
 
17.68.080 Lodging Establishments 
Purpose.  The following regulations apply to lodging establishments in ALL districts. 
Lodging establishments in the City are located in both residential and commercial zones, 
and have unique requirements that do not coincide with signage needs of other types of 
businesses. The regulations in this section are intended to promote signs that attract 
potential customers and that are also appealing to both residents and tourists 
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Attraction Boards for Hotels. Motels and Bed and Breakfast Establishments.  An 
attached or detached attraction board, not to exceed five square feet in sign area, is 
allowed, provided it is included within the calculation of the maximum allowable sign 
area for a hotel, motel, or bed and breakfast establishment.   
 
 
17.68.090 Sign Permits  
 
A. Zoning Clearance or Sign Permit Required 
 
1. Authority. No sign, other than an exempt sign, shall be erected or altered, 
without first obtaining a zoning clearance or sign permit from the Director. The 
Director may attach reasonable conditions on the approval of the sign permit to 
help ensure compliance with this Chapter. These conditions may require the 
removal, modification or relocation of existing signs where the proposed sign(s) 
would be located on sites where existing signs are nonconforming.   
2. Application Requirements. Applications for a sign permit shall be made in 
writing upon forms furnished by the Director, accompanied by the required fee 
and plans drawn to scale and with all of the following information. Where the 
scale and scope of the sign proposal so warrants, the Director may waive some of 
the informational requirements listed below, provided all information necessary 
for adequate review of the proposal is submitted.   
a. The proposed design, dimensions, copy, color, lighting methods and location 
of the sign on the site, including the dimensions of the sign’s supporting 
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members, and details of all connections, guy lines, supports and footings, and 
materials to be used.  
b. The maximum and minimum height of the sign.  
c. The location of off-street parking facilities, including entries and exits where 
directional signs are proposed.  
d. The size and dimension of all signs existing on the site.  
e. The location and horizontal frontage of any building(s) on the property, both 
existing and proposed.  
f. Any other information deemed necessary by the Director.  
 
B. Required Findings. In approving a sign permit, the Director must find that:  
 
1. The sign conforms to the design principles and standards of this Chapter.  
 
2. Signs on all proposed buildings or new additions to existing buildings are 
designed as an integral part of the total building design.   
 
3. The location of the proposed sign and the design of its visual elements (lettering, 
words, figures, colors, decorative motifs, spacing and proportions) are legible 
under normal viewing conditions that prevail where the sign is to be installed.   
 
4. Review of signs at city entryways as defined in the Scenic Highway Element of 
the General Plan shall also be subject to the following provisions:   
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a. Sign area, height and location of signs shall be designed so as not to interfere 
with view corridors as defined and specified in the General Plan/Local Coastal 
Plan.   
b. Freestanding signs shall not exceed eight feet in height except within two 
hundred feet of Highway 1 or Highway 41. Where feasible, all freestanding 
signs within or along city entryways shall be placed within a landscaped 
planter.   
 
17.68.100 Master Sign Program 
A. Applicability. Any site having four or more non-residential occupants shall submit a 
master sign program to be reviewed and approved by the decision-making authority 
for the use (e.g. the Director or the Planning Commission). Any site having three or 
fewer non-residential occupants may submit a master sign program to be reviewed 
and approved by the decision-making authority. Additionally, projects involving 
construction or renovation of more than 25,000 square feet of space in the 
commercial and mixed use districts shall submit a master sign program which must 
be approved prior to issuance of any occupancy permit.  
 
B. Application Requirements. Applications for approval of a master sign program 
shall be submitted to the Director and shall include the following:  
 
1. Master Sign Program. A Master Sign Program, drawn to scale, delineating the 
site proposed to be included within the signing program and the location of all 
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proposed signs.  
2. Drawings and Sketches. Drawings and/or sketches indicating the exterior 
surface details of all buildings on the site on which wall signs, directory signs, 
ground signs or projecting signs are proposed.  
3. Statement for Modifications. A statement of the reasons for any requested 
modifications to the regulations or standards of this Chapter.  
4. Sign Standards. A written program specifying sign standards, including color, 
size, construction details, placement, and necessity for City review for 
distribution to future tenants.  
 
C.   Allowable Modifications. A Master Sign Program may provide for additional sign 
area and other deviations from the standards of this Chapter, provided that the 
Master Sign Program is consistent with the provisions of all Sections in this Chapter.   
 
D.   Required Findings. In approving a Master Sign Program, the decision-making 
authority shall find that all of the following are met:  
1. The proposed signs are compatible in style and character with any building to 
which the sign is to be attached, any surrounding structures, and any adjoining 
signage on the site;  
2. Future tenants will be provided adequate opportunities to construct, erect or 
maintain a sign for identification; and  
3. All current and future tenants shall be granted adequate advertisement space on 
the property’s primary frontage. 
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4.  Directional signage and building addressing is adequate for pedestrian and 
vehicular circulation and emergency vehicle access.   
 
E.   Conditions of Approval. The Planning Commission may attach any reasonable 
conditions necessary to carry out the intent of the Master Sign Program requirement, 
while still permitting each sign user opportunities for effective identification and 
communication.  
 
F.   Administrative Approval of Signs Consistent with Master Sign Program. 
Following approval of a Master Sign Program, the Director is authorized to issue 
building permits or other permits, as deemed necessary, to install signs that conform 
to an approved Master Sign Program. Minor modifications of individual sign area 
may be approved, provided the maximum allowed by an approved Master Sign 
Program is not exceeded.  
 
17.68.110 Appeals  
A. Persons Who May Appeal. Except as provided for elsewhere in this Title, appeals 
may be made by the following persons, in the following instances:  
1. Local Appeals. Appeals to the Planning Commission or City Council may be 
filed by the applicant, by the owner of property, or by any other person 
aggrieved by a decision that is subject to appeal under the provisions of this 
Title.  
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B. Final Decision Required. Unless otherwise specified by Federal or State law, an 
appeal must be brought and a final decision rendered by the hearing body before the 
matter may be appealed to a court of law.  
 
C. Time Limits. Unless otherwise specified in State or Federal law, all appeals shall be 
filed within 10 days of the date of action. 
 
D. Proceedings Stayed by Appeal. The timely filing of an appeal shall stay all 
proceedings in the matter appealed, including, but not limited to, the issuance of City 
building permits and business licenses. 
 
E. Appeals of Director Decisions. A decision of the Director on any application may be 
appealed to the Planning Commission by filing a written appeal with the Planning 
Department. The appeal shall identify the decision being appealed and shall clearly 
and concisely state the reasons for the appeal.   
 
F. Appeals of Planning Commission Decisions. Decisions of the Planning 
Commission may be appealed to the City Council by filing a written appeal with the 
City Clerk.  The appeal shall identify the decision being appealed and shall clearly 
and concisely state the reasons for the appeal.   
 
G. Transmission of Record. The Director, or in the case of appeals to the City Council, 
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the City Clerk, shall schedule the appeal for consideration by the authorized appellate 
body within 60  days of the date the appeal was filed. The Director shall forward the 
appeal, the Notice of Action, and all other documents that constitute the record to the 
appellate body. The Director also shall prepare a staff report that responds to the 
issues raised by the appeal and may include a recommendation for action.   
 
H. Appellate Body Action. The appellate body shall review the appeal, the 
administrative record, and any written correspondence submitted after the appeal has 
been filed, and may take one of the following actions:   
1. Conduct a public hearing and decide on the action; or  
2. Remand the matter to the decision-making body or official to cure a 
deficiency in the record or the proceedings.  
I. No “De Novo” Review. At an appeal or review, the appellate body shall consider 
only the same application, plans, and related project materials that were the subject of 
the original decision. 
 
J. Appellate Body Decision. The appellate body shall render its decision within 60 days 
of the date the hearing is closed unless State law requires a shorter deadline. An 
action to grant an appeal shall require a majority vote of the appellate body members. 
A tie vote shall have the effect of rejecting the appeal. 
 
K. Standards of Review. When reviewing any decision on appeal, the appellate body 
shall use the same standards for decision-making required for the original decision. 
37 
 
The appellate body may adopt the same decision and findings as were originally 
approved.   
 
17.68.120 Definitions 
Abandoned Sign. A sign that no longer applies to a business space, building, or site, due 
to lack of a valid business license, change of business name, or for any other reason that 
renders the sign not applicable to the premises involved.  
Building Mounted Sign. Any sign mounted or erected on or against any building or 
façade and includes all walls signs, awning and canopy signs and projecting signs.  
Business Sign. Any interior or exterior sign which is intended to identify the name or 
portions of the business name and which is viewable from any exterior area open to the 
public.   
Canopy shall refer to an ornamental roof like structure upon which a sign may be 
attached or otherwise affixed which is usually located over gasoline pumps.  
Construction Sign. A sign displayed by a contractor, subcontractor, or architect on a 
project site whenever a building permit has been issued for construction, alteration, or 
repair of a structure and when work is in progress on site pursuant to such permit.  
Building frontage constitutes for purposes of computing allowable sign area, the linear 
measurement in feet of the property line directly fronting on a public street, or other 
public right-of-way to which such sign is oriented, excluding California State Highway 
One. 
 
38 
 
 
 
Height of a sign means the greatest vertical distance measured from the ground level 
directly beneath the sign to the top of the sign or from the nearest property line fronting 
on a public street, whichever is lower.  
Master Sign Plan. A coordinated program of all signs, including exempt and temporary 
signs for a business, or businesses if applicable, located on a development site. The sign 
program shall include, but not be limited to, indications of the locations, dimensions, 
colors, letter styles and sign types of all signs to be installed on a site.  
Nonconforming Sign. Any sign that existed prior to a change in the municipal code that 
prohibits such signs or any sign installed without approval from the City that requires 
approval by the City.   
Open House Sign. An open house sign advertises that a house is open for view as part of 
the sale or exchange of the property.   
Billboard (Outdoor-off-site freestanding sign). A sign placed for the purpose of 
advertising products or services that are not produced, stored or sold on the property or 
any other subject no related to the property or use of the property, upon which the sign is 
located. 
Real Estate Sign. A sign identifying that a property is for sale, lease, exchange, or rent. 
The purpose of this sign is to help owners in the sale of their property by providing 
information on the location of the property to potential buyers without impairing the 
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appearance of the community.   
Signs.  Any object, structure, symbol, emblem, logo, or display, or any combination 
thereof, which is intended to or does identify, attract attention to, advertise, or 
communicate information of any kind to the public. See also Chapter 17.68: Signs.   
Sign Area. The entire area of a sign calculated for maximum sign area purposes, pursuant 
to Chapter 17.68:  
Sign Face. The surface or surfaces used for the display of a sign message as seen from 
any one direction.  
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Chapter 1: Project Background 
1.1 Introduction 
 
Morro Bay, California is by all standards a desirable tourist destination.  Located on an upward 
sloping hill, residents and tourists enjoy views of the Pacific Ocean, Morro Rock, and a calm bay 
that houses sail boats, sea lions, and otters. Tourism is an important industry in Morro Bay, and 
this plan has the potential to further enhance the economic viability of this industry in the future. 
This document includes research about signs, and also the reasoning behind the decisions made 
during the process of crafting the "Embarcadero District Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign 
Plan." 
      
The City of Morro Bay, California 
is located on California's coastline 
halfway between San Jose and Los 
Angeles.  The City was founded 
by farmer, businessman, and 
politician Franklin Riley, who 
came to the area in the 1860s to 
establish a homestead. In 1872 
Riley and his friend Carolan 
Mathers, a surveyor by trade, 
designed the street layout for the future city of Morro Bay. It is said that in the 1920s, Paul and 
Mary Whitlock discovered the tourism potential of an area with natural beauty and a temperate 
climate. They built a home, cleared land for a campground, and set up a first-aid station in their 
home to provide assistance to both locals and visitors (Castle, 2006, p. 9, 21). Perhaps Morro 
Figure 1.1: Morro Bay, Morro Rock, and the Embarcadero 
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Bay’s thriving tourism today is owed to the Whitlock family who discovered Morro Bay nearly 
80 years ago. 
 
Today, Morro Bay is a much different place from 
the farming village it once was. According to the 
2010 U.S. Census, the City of Morro Bay has a 
population of 10,234.  This population spikes 
significantly during the spring and summer seasons 
when tourists flock to the beaches to escape the heat 
and enjoy all that Morro Bay has to offer.  
According to the City of Morro Bay Chamber of 
Commerce, the estimated number of motel visitors 
in July of 2012 was 41,317, more than four times 
the current population of the City. This spike in 
motel visitors strongly correlates with the amount 
of car traffic observed on California State Route 1 
where it intersects with Highway 41 in Morro Bay 
(Appendix 1.1). On the other hand, in January of 2012 it was estimated that only 9,305 visitors 
stayed in motel rooms, and less than half the volume of car travel observed in July 2012 was 
present.   
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.2: Traditional Directional Sign 
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1.2 Directional Signs 
Tourism-oriented directional signs (or wayfinding signs) are used to help tourists navigate 
through cities. Directional signs are most commonly used to guide tourists towards areas of 
interest such as beaches, downtown commercial districts, parks, and sites with historic 
significance (see Figure 1.2 on page 2). Although public directional signs of this kind are 
discussed, this plan focuses primarily on directional signs that display the names and services of 
local businesses (see Figures 1.3 and 1.4). According to Morro Bay’s Businsess Database (2013), 
there are 45 hotels and motels, and 55 restaurants within the City to support tourism (Morro Bay 
Economic Development Program).  These proposed directional signs are designed to make 
tourists aware of these businesses, and especially ones they may have missed while walking, 
biking, or driving through Morro Bay’s Embarcadero district.   
 
Figure 1.3: Business Directional Signs  
in Healdsburg, CA 
 
Figure 1.4: Business Directional Signs  
   
 
Sign Structure 
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1.3 Project Goals 
The primary goal of the Embarcadero Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan (TODSP) is to 
improve the overall tourism industry in the City of Morro Bay, CA.  Working in tandem with an 
updated sign ordinance, it is expected that these proposals could benefit the City in the future. 
Due to the fact that city budgets are tight in the current economic conditions, the main focus of 
the plan will be to minimize implementation costs while maintaining a certain level of 
effectiveness.  Strategically placing only a few sign posts on the Embarcadero will have a 
minimal impact on both the budget and the City’s natural aesthetic qualities. Furthermore, Morro 
Bay's local economy today is partially based on the oyster farming and fishing industries. If 
overfishing and ocean acidification trends continue, the City may need to rely more heavily on 
tourism to support the economy. Research themes explored during this project are summarized as 
follows: 
• Sign design features (aesthetics) that fit local character 
• International symbology with the ability to convey messages to non-English speakers 
• The use of directory signs for wayfinding 
• Strategic placement of directional signs 
• Key tourism areas and neglected tourist areas (due to poor location) 
• Circulation patterns (where do tourists enter the City?)  
• Parking areas for visitors  
• Signage that targets pedestrians 
• Feasibility / implementation costs 
 
The final product of this project is a Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan that focuses on 
providing geographical information to tourists in regards to businesses and points of interest in 
the Embarcadero district. These signs will be designed to allow advertisement of businesses and 
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their locations at an off-premise location. Although all businesses will be given an opportunity to 
be featured on a sign, these proposed signs will especially benefit businesses that lack visible 
storefronts, awarding them an increased chance of being discovered by tourists. Furthermore, 
implementation of directory maps along the Embarcadero is proposed. The use of directory maps 
in combination with business directional signs will allow tourists to orient themselves on the 
Embarcadero and successfully navigate to desired destinations. If implemented successfully, 
these signs have the potential to negate a need for unpermitted off-premise A-frame signs (which 
are prohibited in the sign ordinance).  Please see the 2013 Embarcadero District Tourism-
Oriented Directional Sign Plan for an overview of the three alternative proposals. 
 
The plan is focused on the Embarcadero area because it attracts a high volume of tourists, and has 
infrastructure designed for pedestrians.  These directional signs will be visible from the road, but 
will be designed to capture the attention of tourists in areas with high levels of pedestrian traffic.  
The proposed directional signs shall be maintained and managed by the City of Morro Bay, and 
the City will ultimately decide what businesses are featured on the signs, and what design 
standards must be followed in order to receive approval. The Embarcadero Tourism-Oriented 
Sign Plan includes three alternative proposals.  
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Chapter 2: Real World Examples 
 
2.1 Evidence from Scholarly Articles 
Success of Directional Sign Plans: 
Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plans have proved successful in various cities.  An article 
from the Journal of Travel Research discusses examples of these plans in Oregon and 
Washington State. According to the article, “Some Washington business operators estimated that 
as much as 50% to 80% of their sales were to highway travelers. Some of the operators of these 
businesses attributed as much as 50%-70% of their total sales to the influence of their TODS 
signs.” In Oregon, surveys found that “Of the operators who felt they could estimate the portion 
of sales attributable to TODS, seven estimated 30% or less, two estimated 50%, and six estimated 
70% or more of a TODS-generated increase, with a fairly even distribution among wineries and 
other types of businesses” (Dornbusch and Kawczynska, 1992, p. 4).  In a summary of survey 
results, the authors state that nearly all businesses involved in the study believe that Tourism-
Oriented Sign Plans have a positive influence on sales.  
 
The article also includes a bar graph titled “Method of Locating Businesses, Washington and 
Oregon Combined” that includes nine different methods (Appendix 2.1). The methods on the 
graph are as follows: Brochure, Map, Visitor Center, Directions, TODS, Other Signs, Guidebook, 
Drove around, and Don’t know.  TODS was the obvious winner, followed by “Directions,” which 
was the second most popular method.   
 
Discussion:  
The article summarized above proves success of TODSPs in the Pacific Northwest. Although this 
is only one study, and conditions are different in Morro Bay, it certainly proves that TODSPs 
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have the potential to impact communities in an economically positive way.  
For a few reasons, various findings within the article can be applied to the City of Morro Bay. 
First, much discussion within the article reveals the importance of targeting highway travelers 
with a TODSP. Located along Highway 1, Morro Bay is a perfect candidate for a sign plan that 
aims to attract tourists and travelers driving past the City. Taking Exit 278 for Morro Bay 
Boulevard. presents travelers with two convenient gas stations within close proximity of the 
highway (Valero and Chevron). Morro Bay Blvd. is also one of the City’s most vibrant 
commercial strips. Directional signs near these two pit stops could potentially attract travelers 
into the City center for dining, shopping, and sight-seeing. Signs that would attract highway 
travelers are not proposed in this plan, however, future implementation should be considered. 
 
The second reason the article is relevant to Morro Bay’s situation is its discussion of business 
types such as gift/crafts, amusement/recreation, museums, and wineries. It is evident that these 
mentioned business types are abundant throughout the Embarcadero and Downtown districts.   
 
Digital Signage: 
Implementation of digital signage throughout the City on business frontages and billboards would 
be inconsistent with the General Plan and overall character of the community. Using digital signs 
to display directional business information could be the way of the future; however, Morro Bay 
residents and business owners have spoken out against the existence of such signs in their City. 
Implementation of digital signs also has relatively high upfront costs and additional maintenance 
costs.  
 
On the other hand, strategically placed digital signs capable of displaying information for tourists 
could be useful, and could perhaps direct tourists towards businesses they may have missed due 
to an unfortunate location.  The implementation of a single digital sign on the Embarcadero could 
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be greatly beneficial for the City of Morro Bay. In the article "Digital Signage Replaces 
Traditional Signage," David Drain argues that digital signs are especially useful for wayfinding, 
emergency notifications, and weather alerts (p. 34). It is advised that the City considers the use of 
digital signs for emergency notification purposes in the future. If current hypotheses are correct, 
coastal towns such as Morro Bay may be very susceptible to the future effects of sea level rise 
and climate change. These changes have the potential to increase the likelihood of natural 
disasters such as hurricanes and flooding in the coastal regions of California; the City of Morro 
Bay should prepare for these effects by implementing storm and disaster warning systems on the 
Embarcadero. A digital sign on the Embarcadero could provide weather alerts and emergency 
notifications to tourists, residents, business owners, and fisherman.  
 
2.2 King City, CA Directional Signage Program 
 
In 2006, Cal Poly Master’s student, Bill Roth, completed a directional sign plan for King City, 
California. According to Bill Siembieda, a Cal Poly City and Regional Planning Professor, Roth’s 
project should serve as a reference during the formation of a plan for the City of Morro Bay.  
King City’s directional sign plan was not “Tourism-Oriented” per say, however some of the 
theory and concepts related to implementation can be applied to Morro Bay’s plan. Roth’s project 
also includes proposals for evacuation route signs; proposals for these types of signs will not be 
included in the potential sign program for Morro Bay.  
 
Key Ideas: 
In the background report Roth expressed ideas that can be applied to a TODSP for the City of 
Morro Bay. Early on Roth presents “The Guiding Principles for King City Directional Signage.” 
They are as follows: Unified Style, Cross-cultural communication, Affordability and efficiency, 
and Safety (p. 4). After discussion with project advisors and Morro Bay City staff, it is evident 
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that these guiding principles presented by Roth coincide with the goals of a directional sign plan 
in Morro Bay.   
 
Unified style, or a theme for the signs, is certainly important. It will be vital that tourists learn 
what the directional signs look like so they are able to quickly spot others as they navigate the 
City. Also, a sleek theme shared by directional signs looks more professional, and could improve 
the overall aesthetic quality of the proposed designs.  
 
Roth’s second guideline, cross-cultural communication, is especially important in the case of a 
tourist town such as Morro Bay. People travel from all over the world to drive up and down 
California’s famous coastline.  It must be assumed that some tourists speak and read little to no 
English, and therefore directional signs must be designed accordingly. Roth comments that 
“Symbols from the International Standards Organization (ISO) should be used whenever 
possible” (p. 6). Such symbols allow for graphical representation of ideas rather than textual, 
which allows the transmission of information to people of different nationalities.  
 
Bringing practicality into the picture is Roth’s third guideline, affordability and efficiency. He 
discusses efficient use of public funds, along with the use of a phased implementation schedule.  
 
Roth’s final guiding principle is safety, stating that “A balance between information and 
readability (at driving speeds) must be maintained” (p. 7). Federal Highway Administration 
standards were used in the creation of Roth’s directional sign plan. These standards ensure that 
signs will not distract drivers to a point where vehicle-pedestrian and vehicle-vehicle collisions 
become a problem. 
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Apart from the four guiding principles presented in the King City Directional Sign Plan, another 
theme appears throughout the project; an offering of choices. Instead of assuming that a single 
design pleases all readers, Roth’s proposal allows decision makers to choose from various design 
concepts and locations for the proposed signs. For example, each type of proposed sign is 
presented with a “Style A” and “Style B” choice.  Although some may argue that this could cause 
conflict during the decision process (perhaps during a Planning Commission meeting), it is 
believed that offering choices can stimulate positive and constructive discussion.  
 
2.3 Healdsburg, CA 
 
Morro Bay Chamber of Commerce: 
After a meeting with Morro Bay Chamber of Commerce CEO, Craig Schmidt, it was clear that 
the Chamber supports the idea of implementing directional signs to help visitors locate businesses 
in the Downtown and Embarcadero areas.  Mr. Schmidt was a member of a team who 
implemented the Downtown Directional Sign Program in the City of Healdsburg, California 
(Appendix 2.2). He suggested that the City of Morro Bay use ideas from this successful plan 
designed for Healdsburg, a city with a similar population to that of Morro Bay.  
 
Key Features from Healdsburg Directional Sign Program: 
The information presented in the Healdsburg Downtown Directional Sign Program – Sign 
Criteria and Application Requirements handout (Appendix 2.2) is both concise (less than two 
pages) and user friendly. The following are key features found in the document: 
• Designed to feature tourist serving businesses (eligible businesses must be open on 
weekends). 
• The plan offers approval of  directional signs for sixteen (16) types of businesses, 
including clothes stores, hotels, restaurants, spas, and gift shops . 
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• The plan bars approval of directional signs for seven (7) types of businesses: exercise and 
yoga studios, religious establishments, cleaners, general offices, shoe repair, copy and 
printing shops, and paint stores. 
• Businesses must be located within the downtown district or be a destination of general 
interest. 
• Signs cannot include phone numbers or website addresses. 
• Each sign shall include a directional arrow oriented towards the business. 
• Signs shall measure 7 x 17.5 inches and fabricated from .08 gauge aluminum. 
• Offers contact information for local businesses who have the ability to manufacture such 
signs. 
• $128 Processing fee for sign review. 
• Signs shall be installed within 30 days of City’s approval. 
 
Adaptation in Morro Bay 
The Healdsburg, California Directional Sign Program has many well designed features that can 
be adapted to work in Morro Bay’s proposed program.  The following section analyzes key 
features from Healdsburg’s plan, and how these features could be adapted and used in Morro 
Bay’s proposed Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan. 
 
Allowable Business Types 
One key aspect noted from Healdsburg’s plan is that it grants directional signs to sixteen (16) 
different types of businesses. After multiple meetings with Morro Bay city staff members, it was 
concluded that Morro Bay’s proposed plan should reduce the number of business types eligible 
for obtaining a directional sign permit. The City of Healdsburg arguably allows businesses not 
directly associated with tourism to apply for a directional sign permit. These allowances include 
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pet stores, beauty salons, banks, and florists.  City of Morro Bay staff concluded that pet stores 
and banks, for example, are not establishments that attract tourists strolling along the 
Embarcadero on a Saturday afternoon. Instead, these types of businesses are generally sought out 
beforehand, and then driven to with personal automobiles. Furthermore, it can be argued that 
business types such as pet stores and banks cater primarily to permanent and part-time residents, 
not tourists or travelers making a pit stop in Morro Bay. 
 
Morro Bay staff members also believe that Morro Bay has too many businesses in the 
Embarcadero district for all of them to be featured on a directional sign.  To ensure that the plan 
is consistent and fair, while at the same time optimizing effectiveness, eligible business types 
shall be limited. 
 
Allowable Number of Signs 
The City of Healdsburg allows businesses to be featured on two different directory signs at 
different locations. To further increase the chance of permitting all eligible applicants a 
directional sign in Morro Bay, it is advisable to limit businesses to a total of one sign.  
 
Symbol Signifying Business Type 
Healdsburg’s plan states that each directional sign shall include a “…descriptive line identifying 
products or services (e.g. art, wine tasting, clothing) that is clearly subordinate to the business 
name.” Instead of using text to describe services, Morro Bay’s directional business signs will 
instead include a symbol to be placed in the corner of each sign. Chamber of Commerce 
representatives and city staff believe that using universal symbols to describe services is 
preferable because they better accommodate non-English speaking individuals. Furthermore, use 
of symbols will eliminate excess text on the signs, and in turn, the signs will be easier to read and 
less cluttered with information. 
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Chapter 3: Directional Signs – Design and Implementation 
3.1 Community Outreach  
 
As part of the 2013 Sign Ordinance Update for the City of Morro Bay, a survey was sent out to 
all business owners within the City. Fifty percent of respondents support the idea of “directional 
signs” on the Embarcadero, while 19% are neutral. As far as the implementation details, the 
choice “All businesses should be featured on a directional sign” was most popular (27% of 
respondents). Because the latter question has no clear winner, and no option had the approval of 
over 50% of respondents, the deciding body should consider multiple alternatives for 
implementation.  The alternatives will allow the deciding body the opportunity to examine all 
viable options 
 
For more information on the survey and survey results, please see the “City of Morro Bay, CA 
Sign Ordinance Update Background Report. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.1: Business Survey Results 
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3.2 Sign Design and Placement 
 
Design: 
The design guidelines presented in the Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan are a product of 
extensive background research and discussions with staff and stakeholders in Morro Bay. The 
sign guidelines have been designed to allow business owners the opportunity to be creative and 
artistic, while at the same time ensuring that signs are consistent, decipherable and aesthetically 
pleasing.  
 
The proposed size of the signs and sign structures are other important factors. If the individual 
business signs are too small they may not be visible to some readers. If the sign structures are too 
small there may not be enough room to place the needed amount of business signs. The safety of 
the signs must also be considered; the signs shall not block the view of drivers, and sharp edges 
on the design should be avoided to prevent injury. 
Figure 3.2: Business Survey Results (continued) 
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All alternatives propose that directory maps be implemented. These maps will include a map of 
the Embarcadero to help tourists navigate. This type of map, which is commonly found in large 
malls and theme parks, includes a marking and a statement that reads “You are here.” The 
implementation of such a map on the Embarcadero will supplement the business directional signs 
(as proposed in Alternative 3), giving tourists a general sense of where they are and where they 
might want to go.  Additional information about the discussed business directional sign and 
directory sign designs can be found in the 2013 Embarcadero District Tourism-Oriented 
Directional Sign Plan. 
 
Placement: 
As discussed in Section 2.3 of this report, the proposed TODSP will direct the placement of sign 
structures in the Embarcadero district. The proposed locations of sign structures were chosen 
because they meet the following criteria: 
• Located in an area with high volumes of pedestrian traffic. 
• Located in an area with a high volume of visitor-serving businesses. 
• When placed the sign will not completely block the pedestrian right-of-way. 
• When placed the sign can be seen from both the road and adjacent sidewalks on both 
sides of the street. 
• When placed the sign will not block desirable viewsheds. 
• When placed the sign will not obstruct the visibility of commercial signs. 
• When construction activities occur, sensitive natural resources, plants, animals, or habitat 
will not be disturbed. 
Furthermore, a Wayfinding Sign Project was completed in 2005 that proposed traditional 
directional signs and gateway signs throughout the City (but not directional business signs). This 
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project, which proposes 6 directional signs along the Embarcadero (Appendix 3.1), was 
referenced during the creation of the TODSP. The plan differentiates “directional” and 
“locational” signs, stating that directional signs are constructed along main streets, while 
locational signs are mounted along walkways on walls or posts. Both types of signs convey the 
same kind of information and are only differentiated based on the way they are placed, and where 
they are placed. As the map in Appendix 3.1 indicates, directional/locational signs were proposed 
at the following locations:  
• The intersection of Marina St. and Embarcadero (Directional) 
• The south end of Embarcadero in Anchor Street Park (Locational) 
• The south end of Front St. on the corner of Front St. and Embarcadero (Locational) 
• On the west side of the intersection of Harbor St. and Embarcadero (Locational) 
• On the west side of Embarcadero between Dunes St. and Beach St. (Locational) 
• Near the parking lot where the Embarcadero makes a turn towards the NW (Directional) 
 
Using the criteria presented above along with evidence presented in the 2005 Wayfinding Sign 
Project, the following locations for sign placement are proposed:  
1. The NE corner of the Marina St. and Embarcadero intersection. 
2. The south end of Front St. on the corner of Front St. and Embarcadero (in the park)  
3. The NW corner of the Beach St. and Embarcadero intersection (at the start of the walking 
path) 
 
3.3 Feasibility 
 
Implementation of a relatively small scale sign program in a city like Morro Bay is very feasible. 
City projects such as creating parks or building community centers may require the purchasing of 
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land, and contractors may be required to construct buildings, grade the soil, and complete 
extensive landscaping. In contrast, costs associated with the manufacturing of sign structures and 
directory signs, and installation of the structures can be easily estimated.  As far as the individual 
aluminum business signs, applicants will be responsible for the design and fabrication costs.  
 
Furthermore, the financing for such a program in a smaller city like Morro Bay is not 
overwhelming, and can be partially supported by the processing fee associated with directional 
business signs.  In the case of direction sign plan, a program could be completed solely by 
Recreation and Parks personnel and sign manufacturers. This means that City funds can be saved 
by using internal labor, and any other expenditure can be filtered back into the local economy 
(e.g. hiring a local sign company to make the signs).  
 
Sign Law: 
According to the United States Federal Highway Administration, there are some laws one must 
consider when proposing a directional sign plan.  In Section 2D.50 titled Community Wayfinding 
Signs, The Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices states that “…wayfinding guide signs 
shall not be installed on freeway or expressway mainlines or ramps.” The Morro Bay TODSP will 
not propose signs on any kind of freeway or expressway ramp.  
 
Furthermore, there are laws prohibiting signs that have the potential to distract automobile 
drivers. These laws were considered during the creation of this plan, but because the proposed 
directional signs are located on a street with low speed limits and abundant stop signs and 
crosswalks, and will be oriented for pedestrian use, traffic accidents should not be a relevant 
issue.  
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Maintenance:  
Maintenance costs for directional business signs are low, and there are ways the City of Morro 
Bay can complete maintenance while also helping local non-profit agencies. According to Morro 
Bay Chamber of Commerce CEO Craig Schmidt, the City of Healdsburg hired a local non-profit 
to maintain their directional signs. The non-profit, who provides mentally ill individuals work, 
was contracted by the City to clean the signs every month. If directional business signs are 
implemented in Morro Bay, and it is feasible to do so, it is advised that the signs be maintained 
by a local non-profit.  
 
3.4 Implementation 
 
The implementation process for Morro Bay’s TODSP is relatively simple. The process consists of 
the following steps: 
1. Submit background report and TODSP to city staff for review, and make any changes 
associated with their comments.  
2. Make proposal public and notify Morro Bay residents.  
3. Provide Planning Commission members with a copy of the background report and the sign 
plan, and then present the proposal at a Planning Commission meeting. 
4. If approved, make corrections to the sign plan, and begin formulating a sign program. 
5. Implement sign program and begin construction of sign structures and/or directory signs. 
6. Alert Embarcadero business owners of the approval and begin accepting applications. 
 
For additional details regarding the proposal, please see the 2013 Embarcadero District Tourism-
Oriented Sign Plan.  
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I.   Introduction 
This section outlines the background, purpose, and characteristics associated with the City of 
Morro Bay Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan. 
 
Background 
This Tourism-Oriented Directional Sign Plan (TODSP) and the City of Morro Bay 2013 Sign 
Ordinance Update have been prepared simultaneously. This sign plan is designed to work in 
harmony with the goals presented in the new draft sign ordinance.  The Chamber of Commerce, 
City Staff, and business owners have agreed that business directional signs will be a beneficial 
asset to the City of Morro Bay.  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this Plan is to promote tourism and increase the vitality and economic success of 
businesses in Morro Bay’s Embarcadero district. The proposed signs are designed to make 
tourists aware of the numerous businesses existing along the Embarcadero, and negate the need 
for the illegal use of A-frame signs. The directional signs will be especially beneficial for 
businesses that have a less than ideal location and lack a frontage along the Embarcadero’s 
primary right-of-way. 
 
Project Characteristics 
The project includes this TODSP and a supplementary background report.  The background 
report serves as supporting document for the decisions made during the formation of the Plan. 
This TODSP is the product of extensive research, community outreach, and discussion among 
City staff. The primary goals of the project are as follows: 
1. Increase the vitality of all businesses in the Embarcadero district. 
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2. Propose aesthetically pleasing signs that match the community’s character. 
3. Use international symbology on signs to accommodate non-English speakers. 
4. Propose placement of directional signs in areas with high volumes of local businesses and 
pedestrian traffic. 
5. Design signs in a manner that increases feasibility and decreases implementation costs. 
 
Business Directional Signs 
“Business directional signs,” a term coined during the 
formation of this plan, can be differentiated from 
traditional tourism-oriented for a number of reasons1. 
First of all, business directional signs portray more 
specific information about individual businesses. For 
example, a traditional directional sign might state, 
“Commercial District This Way.” A business 
directional sign, on the other hand, includes multiple 
signs with the names of individual business names – 
“Crabby’s Seafood Restaurant This Way.” Figure 1.2 
is an example of a business directional sign existing in 
Healdsburg, CA. 
                                                          
1Traditional Tourism-Oriented Directional Signs 
Tourism-oriented directional signs are traditionally (and most commonly) used to help tourists navigate through cities.  
These signs can be used to guide tourists towards areas of interest such as beaches, downtown commercial districts, 
parks, and sites with historic significance. They can also be used for safety purposes, pointing towards hospitals and 
police stations, or making drivers aware of designated emergency evacuation routes. Figure 1.1 is an example of a 
tourism-oriented directional sign proposed in Morro Bay’s 2005 Wayfinding Sign Project. 
 
Figure 1.1: Business Directional Signs 
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Furthermore, business directional signs rely on the creativity of business owners because the 
included signs, for the most part, are not designed by the City. It is proposed that the City provide 
a template and specific design guidelines for directional signs, and then allow business owners to 
create their own signs that include their business name and logo.   
 
Figure 1.1: Business Directional Sign 
 
Figure 1.2: Business Directional Sign 
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II. Proposals 
 
Sign Locations 
Three (3) locations for sign placement are proposed along the Embarcadero:  
• On the west side of the Beach Street and Embarcadero intersection. This site was 
chosen because a directional sign could serve as a gateway to the new pedestrian 
walkway (Harborwalk) that leads to the north end of the Embarcadero. In addition, there 
is a large parking lot across the street that attracts arriving tourists. 
 
• In Centennial Parkway at the intersection of Front Street and Embarcadero. This 
location was chosen because the park (and the public bathroom within the park) attracts 
tourists. Furthermore, the land is owned by the City and construction will not require 
consent from a landowner. 
 
• On the NE corner of the Marina Road and Embarcadero intersection. This site was 
chosen due to the high amount of pedestrian traffic and high concentration of businesses. 
It may be more appropriate to locate the sign on the west side of the Embarcadero, 
however crowding in the public right of way could be an issue.  
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Three (3) alternatives are presented for the implementation of directional signs on the 
Embarcadero. All three proposals suggest placement of signs in the three locations specified 
above, however it could be decided that placement of signs at only one or two of the proposed 
locations is the only feasible option. 
 
ALTERNATIVE 1 
This alternative is the most basic and feasible option. Each directional sign will include only one 
(1) component: 
 
1. A directory map of the Embarcadero district that allows readers to pinpoint their current 
location. This map will include parking areas, public bathroom locations, and other areas 
of interest such as viewpoints and ocean access points. This map will not need to be 
frequently updated. 
Figure 2.1: Proposed Sign Locations 
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ALTERNATIVE 2 
This alternative is similar to Alternative 1, however the proposed directory map is more complex. 
Each directional sign will include only one (1) component: 
 
1. A large directory map of the Embarcadero that includes everything proposed on the 
directory map described in Alternative 1, plus the addition of all business names and their 
locations. With the high turnover rate of businesses in the Embarcadero, this map will 
need to be updated frequently. This map has the potential to be more effective than the 
Figure 2.2: Directory Sign with Points of Interest 
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map proposed in Alternative 1, however, the cost of printing and installing updated maps 
must be considered.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.3: Directory Sign with Business Names 
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ALTERNATIVE 3 
Alternative 3 is the most complicated alternative, however, if implemented it will provide tourists 
with the maximum amount of information. 
 
Each directional sign will composed of three main components: 
 
1. A permanent sign structure constructed by the City. 
2. A large directory map of the Embarcadero that includes everything proposed on the 
directory map described in Alternative 1.  
3. Multiple business directional signs attached to the sign structure. 
 
 
Sign Design 
Figures 2.4 and 2.5  are graphical models of how business directional signs would look. The 
design template includes a space for business owners to create a custom graphic that includes 
their business name and logo. The template includes two additional spaces where a directional 
arrow (and accompanying text) and an international symbol can be placed.  The arrow is designed 
to guide tourists towards the business they wish to locate. The international symbol is designed to 
signify the “type” of business. For example, a knife and fork symbol indicates that the business 
serves food, and a martini glass indicates that the business is a bar or pub that primarily serves 
alcoholic beverages.  
 
The proposed business directional signs are designed to: 
• Clearly convey business information while allowing for creativity and individuality. 
• Include design features that fit local character while also increasing the aesthetic qualities 
of the Embarcadero. 
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• Convey information to non-English speaking tourists. 
• Guide tourists towards businesses they would have otherwise passed by. 
• Permit off-premise advertisement that will reduce a need for A-frame sign use. 
 
It must also be decided if businesses will be allowed one sign face (front only) or two sign faces 
(front and back). Due to the high volume of businesses along the Embarcadero, it is 
recommended that businesses are eligible for only one sign face. This will allow the maximum 
number of businesses to be represented on the sign structure. The issue with having twice as 
many different signs on the sign structure is the increased amount of clutter; having too many 
signs could be overwhelming for the reader.  
 
According to the Chamber of Commerce’s Embarcadero Marketplace directory map, there are 
over 85 businesses (not including hotels) that could be eligible for a directional business sign. For 
eligibility criteria see Chapter III. 
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Figure 2.5: Business Directional Sign Example #2 
 
Figure 2.4: Business Directional Sign Example #1  
 
11 
 
Sign Structure 
Important Note: The following graphics were extracted from the 2005 Wayfinding Sign Project 
completed by the City of Morro Bay. The Designs were created by Terri Dunivant at Gala 
Graphics. The following graphics are used to present different “sign structure” designs, and not 
sign designs (the signs attached to each structure can be ignored). 
 
Alternative 3 also requires the construction of a sign structure. The aluminum business directional 
signs will be attached to the structure. To reduce the cost of implementation it is recommended 
that a simple steel pole be used to attach the signs (see Figure 2.6). However, other more 
attractive designs should be considered and discussed before a final decision is made.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.6: Painted Steel Pole  
 
Figure 2.7: Flag-topped Steel Pole 
 
Figure 2.8: Morro Rock/Sunray Pole 
 
12 
 
Furthermore, the proposed business directional signs will require additional structural supports 
that will allow the placement of each individual directional sign. On the directional sign 
structures in Healdsburg, California, the sturdy aluminum signs are attached using screws in each 
corner (see Figure 2.9). It is recommended that the signs be made of .08 gauge aluminum, which 
is what STOP signs and most other road signs are made of (a local sign company was consulted 
about sign materials). Due to the simplicity of the design, it is proposed that the City of Morro 
Bay use this method to attach the business directional signs. Using this method of attachment will 
also make changing the signs relatively quick and easy. To help prevent theft of the signs, custom 
screws should be used so that ordinary Flathead and Phillips screwdrivers are ineffective at 
removing signs. 
 
 
 
 
Screws 
Figure 2.9: Sign Structure in Healdsburg, CA 
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Safely should also be considered when designing the sign structure. The structure shall be void of 
sharp edges that could injure passing pedestrians or bicyclists. 
III. Implementation Recommendations 
 
The following are recommendations to be considered if Alternative 3 is approved. These 
standards should be reviewed and critiqued by decision-making bodies before final 
implementation of a directional sign program.  
 
Note: If Alternatives 1 or 2 are selected, implementation will be straightforward. The City will 
have the directory signs constructed and then installed by City staff. The following applies mostly 
to applicants under Alternative 3. 
 
Application and Fees 
Any business owner interested in a directional sign for their business must submit a completed 
application to the City of Morro Bay Planning Department. Applications will be reviewed by 
Planning Staff.  If an application meets the criteria, the sign application shall be approved. If there 
are no spaces available on the sign structure, submitted applications will be put on a waiting list. 
There will be a $100 processing fee for sign review. 
 
Eligibility 
The following criteria will be applied to be eligible for a directional sign: 
 
• Business is located within the Embarcadero District. 
• Business is open on weekends (Friday-Sunday). 
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• The business is tourist-oriented. The following business types meet this description: 
Clothing and shoe stores, surf shops, restaurants, cafes, pubs, bars, wine shops, 
hotels/motels, wine tasting rooms, art galleries, museums, gift shops, and 
recreation/entertainment-based businesses (such as kayak rental shops).   
 
Considerations: 
• Only businesses WITHOUT a storefront on the Embarcadero’s main right-of-way are 
eligible (or favored). There are potentially more than 85 businesses eligible for a sign 
(allowing a space for all businesses would require placement of 25 or more signs per 
sign structure). 
• Make Hotels/Motels ineligible for a sign because they are generally sought out and 
reserved beforehand, and due to their larger size they are generally visible from the 
street. 
 
Enforced Standards 
• Each business is entitled to one (1), one-sided directional business sign.  
• Signs shall be fabricated from .08 gauge aluminum. Four drill holes (one in each corner) 
shall be installed at specified locations.  
• Signs shall not include phone numbers, website addresses, obscene language or graphics, 
or brand names/logos. 
• The City shall remove illegal signs (signs that were not approved) from the sign 
structures immediately.   
• If a business closes or moves out of the Embarcadero District, the directional sign shall 
be removed by the owner within 10 days of their last operational day. If such sign is not 
removed during this 10 day period, the City shall remove the sign. 
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• If a business moves to another location within the Embarcadero District, the previously 
approved sign may be modified and placed on the appropriate sign structure (if space 
permits). Before the sign is modified or moved it must be approved by the City, however 
the processing fee shall be waived. 
 
Signage Company 
To insure consistency, it is advised that one sign company be recommended to fabricate the 
business directional signs.  
 
Installation 
• Once approved the sign shall be installed by the City.  
• Signs shall be given to the City for installation within 10 days after the fabrication of the 
sign is complete. 
 
Maintenance 
It is suggested that the City contract a local non-profit to complete maintenance duties associated 
with directional signs. Such a contract could greatly benefit a local organization, and would also 
be consistent with the City’s dedication to the preservation and enhancement of the quality of life.  
Expected maintenance duties are as follows: 
• Clean the directory sign, sign structure, and business signs monthly to prevent rust and 
corrosion. 
• Complete a monthly check to insure that all approved signs are in place and that no 
illegal signs have been mounted. 
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Appendix 1.1 Map of Morro Bay Businesses 
 
Source: City of Morro Bay Economic Development Program, 2013 
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Appendix 1.2 Map of the Four Sign Ordinance Districts 
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Staff Report 
 
TO:   Honorable Mayor and City Council   DATE:  December 5, 2011 
FROM: Rob Livick, PE/PLS – Public Services Director/City Engineer 
  Kathleen Wold, AICP – Planning and Building Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Review and provide recommendations for the City of Morro Bay Sign 
Code based on Workshop and Survey Results 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION:  
Review workshop and survey results and provide direction to staff regarding any modifications to the 
“Sign Ordinance” to be incorporated into a revised ordinance that will be forwarded to the Planning 
Commission for review and recommendations back to City Council. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT:   
The processing of this text amendment will require additional staff time associated with processing the 
amendment through, Planning Commission, City Council and the California Coastal Commission. 
 
BACKGROUND 
At the regularly scheduled City Council meeting on April 12, 2010 the status report on the A-
Frame Sign Ordinance was presented to the Council for direction. The Council directed staff to 
bring forward to the Planning Commission a Sign Ordinance Amendment incorporating the Sign 
Ordinance drafted for the 2004 Zoning Ordinance and new A-frame sign regulations.   
 
Staff worked on the amendment and presented the Sign Ordinance Amendment to the Planning 
Commission at the regularly scheduled meeting on May 17, 2010. During the meeting, public 
testimony was received and the ordinance was discussed by the Commission.  The ultimate 
outcome of the meeting was to continue the item to a date uncertain with direction given to staff 
to hold a workshop on the ordinance to ensure that there was sufficient public input.   
 
At the December 13, 2010 City Council meeting the Council directed staff to place the Sign 
Ordinance as a high priority on the Planning Division’s work program.  On February 16, 2011 a 
public workshop was held to receive input from the public on the Draft Sign Ordinance.  During 
this meeting input was received from the public and subsequent to this input the Planning 
Appendix 2.1 Morro Bay Staff Report 
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Commission moved to forward the Draft Sign Ordinance to the City Council with the following 
changes: 
 
• One A-frame sign per business per frontage during business hours only. 
• A-frame or feather sign to be allowed. 
• Fee shall be waived until June 2012 for the A-frame signs whereby it would be set at $40 as a 
onetime permit fee. 
• Allow for provisions for directional pole signage as brought by Mr. Schmidt of the Chamber of 
Commerce to include in this ordinance. 
• To include corrections of the projection signs section from 12 to 24 inches.  
• Include vacation rentals under the Real Estate section. 
 
At the April 19, 2011 City Council meeting an item was brought forth by Mayor Yates and 
Councilperson Borchard concerning the enforcement of the code prohibiting A-frame signs.  At 
this meeting the Council directed staff to enforce the Sign Ordinance prohibiting A-frame signs 
and on May 3, 2011 a letter was sent to all businesses within Morro Bay detailing that A-frame 
signs are prohibited and describing the process by which the City will be enforcing the 
ordinance. 
 
The draft sign ordinance was scheduled for the May 10, 2011 meeting as a new business item, but at that 
meeting it was continued to the May 24, 2011 meeting as a public hearing item.  At the May 24, 2011 
City council held a public hearing and discussed issues regarding the sign ordinance. The City Council 
adopted an urgency ordinance allowing that established interim rules regulating the approval process and 
construction of projecting signs pending completion of studies and the preparation of an update to the 
City's zoning code.  Additionally the Council directed staff to hold public workshops and bring the sign 
ordinance back to the Council for further direction before presenting the proposed sign ordinance to the 
Planning Commission. 
 
DISCUSSION: 
Public Services staff engaged the services of Chuck Anders of Strategic Initiatives to facilitate two 
consecutive workshops regarding the sign issues in Morro Bay.  The meetings were held on September 
29 and October 6, 2011 at the Veteran’s Memorial Building.  The workshops were attended by 
representatives of the business community, Chamber and citizens at large.  In addition to materials 
presented at the workshops all of the materials were made available on the City’s Website at http://morro-
bay.ca.us/index.aspx?nid=708. 
 
At the first workshop on September 29th, the following items were discussed at the workshop:  
• Review history of the existing sign ordinance. 
• Discuss structure of ordinance. 
• Review the key issues that have been raised in the past. 
• Discuss constraints (CCC, general plan, other). 
• Review the results from the Tourism Workshop and how BCA is presenting the 
community. 
• Sign ordinance should be aligned with how the community wants to be perceived.  
• Discuss how perspectives influence perceptions. 
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• Poll each questions to focus discussion on subject. 
• Provided some time at end for public comment on related issues. 
• Discuss ten different types of signs.   
• Current sign rules 
• Present results of previous Planning Commission Sign Committee activities. 
• Summarize observations and “Takeaways”. 
• Discuss next steps 
o Staff prepares conceptual/preliminary proposals. 
o Review alternative concepts and next workshop. 
o Discuss implementation methods and timelines. 
 
During the workshop and through the “Survey Monkey” survey tool the consensus of the 
participants indicated the following: 
 
• The current sign ordinance is not working. 
• Not happy with the appearance of signs in Morro Bay. 
• Mixed results from respondents regarding having enough signage. 
• One hundred percent desired different sign rules for different areas. 
• A-Frame signs may be appropriate for some areas. 
• Minimize signs in residential areas. 
• Allow for exceptions to the sign ordinance for special circumstances. 
• Sign materials can be important. 
 
Based on the polling results from the first workshop, staff developed a strategy for a palette of 
different sign types for different areas in the community, ie Embarcadero, Downtown, and North 
Morro Bay.  North Morro Bay was later designated has “Highway Commercial” to include 
Quintana Road, which also fronts on Highway 1.  
 
The October 6th workshop built upon the work started at the September 29th workshop ad 
consisted of the following items: 
• Perspective - The sign ordinance should reinforce “The Morro Bay Experience” and 
promote Morro Bay businesses. 
• Reviewed results from first workshop. 
• Presented alternative sign ordinance concepts. 
• Poll opinions about alternative sign ordinance concepts to focus discussion on pros and cons of 
alternative concepts: 
o Embarcadero Area. 
o Downtown. 
o North Morro Bay/Highway Commercial (Quintana). 
• Presentation by former planning commissioner regarding previous Planning Commission 
research. 
• Conclusions. 
 
In addition to the polling that occurred at the meeting, the Morro Bay Chamber of Commerce 
assisted staff by polling the entire membership.  Ninety-one or 21.6-percent of those (421)  
emailed responded to the survey.  Of those, 10-percent attended both workshops, 80-percent or 
73 attended none.  One-third of those responding provided comments with their answers. 
 
A-6 
 
Again based on the results of the workshop and polling the participants indicated: 
• Desire for different rules for different geographical areas 
• A-Frame and Banners may be appropriate for some areas  
• No difference between internal and external illumination of signs 
 
Modification of the sign ordinance will require staff time for the writing of new code language 
and performing the required environmental review.  Currently the Planning Division’s priority is 
to focus on current planning activities, i.e. projects that are planned for construction in the near 
future.  In order move the sign ordinance to a higher priority, either a temporary increase in 
Planning staffing levels or a reprioritization of work load is required; which could result in 
current projects being delayed. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Based on the approximately 100 plus or minus participants in the sign workshops and survey process, 
staff can conclude that there is a strong desire for modifications to the sign ordinance to include different 
rules for different geographical areas, there is still a desire from some participants to allow provisions in 
the ordinance for A-Frame and flag signs in the “Highway Commercial” areas of  North Main and 
Quintana Road.  Staff will refine the sign ordinance based on Council direction and present the revised 
ordinance to the Planning Commission for their review and consideration.  The sign ordinance will then 
move on to City Council for approval then to the California Coastal Commission for approval.  Once all 
approvals have been received the new sign ordinance can be used and enforced. 
 
ATTACHMENTS 
1. City Council Meeting Minutes from May 24, 2011 
2. Presentation from Workshop#1  
3. Sign Ordinance Workshop #1 Polling Results 
4. City (SurveyMonkey) Survey results from Workshop #1 
5. Preliminary Sign Program Prepared for Workshop #2 
6. Sign Ordinance Workshop #2 Polling Results 
7. Chamber of Commerce (Zoomerang) Survey Results from Workshop #2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A-7 
 
Appendix 2.2 Light Pollution Map 
 
 
     
Source: International Dark Sky Association, 2013 
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Appendix 3.1 Chapter IV of Morro Bay’s General Plan          (Begins on following page) 
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Appendix 4.1 Past Outreach Survey Monkey Results  
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Appendix 4.2 12_13_2011 Sign Ordinance Survey Staff Report Attachments
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Appendix 4.3 Past Outreach Raw Data Table  
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3
Questions Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No
Morro Bay Resident? 2 2 10 6 2 3 14 11
Is the existing sign ordiannce working for you? 1 3 2 14 2 3 5 20
Are you happy with how signs look in Morro Bay right 
now?
4 0 1 15 1 4 6 19
Do you want uniformity in the appearance of signs and 
businesses throughout the community? 3 1 6 10 3 2 12 13
Do you believe there should be different rules for 
different areas of the community? 2 2 14 0 3 2 19 4
Do you consider murals to be signs? 0 4 2 14 0 5 2 23
Should businesses be guranteed a minimum size sign 
regardless of frontage size? 3 1 9 5 4 1 16 7
Should there be special allowances or exceptions? 3 1 14 0 4 1 21 2
Are you satisfied with the current rules for reader or 
changeable message boards? Current code limits the 
language on such boards for hotel/motels?
3 1 8 7 4 1 15 9
Are sign materials important? 4 0 10 5 5 0 19 5
Survey Totals (#1 + #2 + #3)
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Appendix 4.4 Primary Business Owner Survey, Cover Letter, and List of Mail Recipients  
 
 
       (Begins on following page)  
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Appendix 4.5 Primary Surveys Responses (Hard Copies and Survey Monkey) 
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Appendix 4.6 Primary Resident Survey Results
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Appendix 4.7 Interview with Shanna Farley-Judkins 
 
1. What are the main complaints about your current sign ordinance? From business owners? From 
residents? From staff? 
Shanna: We don’t get as many obvious complaints about the sign ordinance, but I know that most 
people do not interpret the requirements properly. I find I often spend a good deal of time with 
each applicant explaining the permit process and requirements. I think this is partially due to the 
small business owners doing this for the first time and being new to the process. Most sign 
companies are easy to work with and have few questions. Some people simply dislike paying a 
fee or getting a permit in the first place.  
 
Some concerns from staff are that the code is not specific enough or failed to deal with certain 
elements that now cause a problem.  
 
2. What key changes to the current ordinance have been requested by the community, staff, and you 
personally?  
Shanna: In our new code we are looking at more specific language under the prohibited signs 
section, to make it obvious the types of signs we do not want like neon signs, motion signs, 
human signs, offsite signs, tall pole signs, etc… We also clarified the size limitations and types of 
signs allowed in each zone district, including residential zones, where we allow home 
occupations or home businesses.  
 
Our new code is also better formatted with tables to simplify the code for applicants and staff.  
 
We recently updated our fee study to better account for time required to take applications to 
Architectural Review Board and time to work out the details with applicants. In the past the fee 
was very low and did not account for staff time to review the permits, especially when the code is 
not followed and staff helps the applicants redesign.  
 
3. Does the current sign ordinance promote the preservation of Carpinteria’s eclectic, beach town 
character that residents and business owners enjoy?  If not, what kinds of considerations were 
made during the formation of the draft ordinance to address the preservation of community 
character? 
Shanna: The sign code does not speak to the preservation of the city’s character in the rules and 
regulations, but the historic chapter will hopefully address existing non-conforming historic signs. 
We tend to lean on either the design guidelines or the general plan for more general direction for 
the goals of the city, which encourage and guide development to maintain the quality f the small 
beach town character of Carpinteria.  In addition, we have a non-conforming chapter which 
allows applicants to preserve existing elements that otherwise are not compliant newer 
regulations. We would usually require some discretionary hearing for a CUP to process such a 
request with the Planning Commission. We have more recently reviewed and older motel / motor 
inn with the ARB which allowed the maintenance and continued use of an old non-conforming 
pole sign, which is non-conforming to today’s code.  
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4. What types of signs or sign materials will be encouraged by the draft ordinance’s regulations, and 
what types of signs or sign materials will be strongly discouraged or newly prohibited?  What was 
the reasoning for these preferences? 
Shanna: The proposed code will newly propose the prohibition of Animated signs., Signs with 
open and/or unshielded light bulbs and light bulb strings, including rope lighting, Roof signs or 
any signs extending above the primary roofline or roof eave, unless no other location exists on the 
site for proper identification, Off-premises signs.  Signs shall not advertise a business, 
accommodation, service or activity not provided on the premises on which the sign is located, 
except with approval of an Encroachment Permit in compliance with Chapter 12.08 (Street and 
Sidewalk Obstructions) of the Municipal Code, Pole signs, Mobile signs, Signs in the public 
right-of-way, except with approval of an Encroachment Permit in compliance with Chapter 12.08 
(Street and Sidewalk Obstructions) of the Municipal Code, Tethered inflatable advertising 
signs/objects, Obscene signs as defined in State law, and Human Signs. 
 
These signs are viewed as less appropriate at our small scale. The code already encourages 
smaller scale size, reducing the heights of signs and reducing the quantity of signage. Our new 
code will also require that storefronts maintain reduce signage to allow view of the interior of 
stores. This is considered in our general plan as an objective for friendly pedestrian commercial 
frontages.  
 
5. If different at all, would you say the draft ordinance is more restrictive overall, or less restrictive 
overall? Were there specific reasons for making the draft ordinance more or less restrictive? 
Shanna: The proposed code would appear more restrictive, since it is more clear and explicit in its 
language. In reality, the code will better explain and codify the generalities outlined in the general 
plan and design guidelines, hopefully to make it easier to design and get signs approved. I think 
that my making the code more explicit, say for explain signs that are prohibited, staff can 
determine more easily what signs can be permitted and avoid confusion or delays for applicants. I 
think it will also help with Code Enforcement, so there is fewer questions about what is allowed 
and what is not.  
 
6. Morro Bay does not currently have a code enforcement officer, and it is evident that illegal signs 
exist within the City. Besides hiring an enforcement officer, are there more creative ways of 
expelling illegal, non-conforming signage, or perhaps preventing them in the first place?  How 
does Carpinteria deal with illegal signs? 
Shanna: We do use our code enforcement office for newly installed illegal signs. We have not 
done much to abate older existing signs, as we tend to deal with them with changes to signs or 
new tenants. We do not have direction to abate old signs at this time unless they are worn and 
dilapidated. This seems to be a self correcting concern and we have not needed to get too 
involved in repairs and maintenance. We deal with complaints typically, through code 
enforcement.  
 
I could see that planning staff could send letters, as our code division does and state the same 
codes and facts. I assume there is some function that Morro uses to deal with other violations, like 
building without permit. I would ask how they deal with violations of other codes and see if that 
mechanism can be mimicked by other staff.  
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We also clarified what signs avoid permits or are exempt from permits. This helps to allow some 
flexibility for certain signage that is small or serves a specific function. We also include a 
temporary banner permit for special events that allows for larger / special signs that otherwise 
would not be permissible.  
 
7. What was the toughest decision you and the Carpinteria staff had to make during the creation of 
the draft sign ordinance? Was there a lack of community consensus, disagreement among staff, or 
something else that made the decision so hard? 
Shanna: We have not yet presented the draft code to the public. We hope to present the whole of 
our revised zone code sometime this summer. Since the whole code will be reviewed, I expect 
that signs will get less attention than would if reviewed alone as a chapter. We will have to see 
where the community is most concerned.  
 
I know many of the items addressed have come from concerns of the Planning Commission, 
Architectural Review Board and staff as signs have been permitted over the last few years.  
 
8. I am also developing a tourism-oriented directional 
sign plan for the Downtown and Embarcadero 
districts in Morro Bay. The plan will focus on the 
implementation of signs featuring business names 
and their location (see photo on right).  If you were 
to implement signs like this in Carpinteria, what key 
advantages and disadvantages would you 
immediately identify?  
Shanna: I had previously encouraged our Public 
Works Department in Carpinteria to develop a 
tourism or directional sign program for the City and 
downtown. We have not spent any real time on the 
program and instead have a temporary sidewalk sign 
program for the downtown until a formal program is 
designed. The temporary program has been in place 
for many years and allows businesses on side streets 
to place a sidewalk sign at one of our main streets 
for more pedestrian visibility.  
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In discussions of the directory sign program, we looked at signs that would help direct pedestrians 
to businesses off the main streets along side streets and alleys that have less street presence. I 
would suggest working with the local business community and chamber of commerce to ask 
about their desires. I think that signs that are more general may be easier to manage, than a sign 
above. I would want to know if there are fees and rules that limit the use of the sign or if a new 
business comes in and doesn’t fit. I like the idea of a kiosk sign in the public parking lots that are 
like a mall directory. These signs can have a printed page that is cheaper and easier to change 
with changes in the business community. The signs above ate more general and civic in nature. I 
think this is a program that once installed requires little management. Some City’s will advertise a 
district or restaurants, but avoid specific business names on the street signage. Our temporary 
sidewalk sign program is very time consuming and seemed to generate more code compliance as 
signs were permitted, more were placed without permits.  
 
9. Do you have any final advice or insight in regards to writing sign ordinances or zoning ordinance 
in general?  
 
Shanna: I suggest getting the business community involved to find out what their issues and 
concerns are. I would avoid designing a program without that general guidance first. Our City 
Council also guided our street sign programs and had very distinct opinions about the program. I 
am a big believer in outreach before you spend a bunch of time gather information and data. So 
many different ideas are out there and should be narrowed down to be more manageable. I spent 
many hours creating idea boards, simply to have them scrapped for a temporary program. I 
wished we had better direction before spending so much time which seemed to go to waste.  
 
Has there been direction already to head in a particular direction. Consultants can help, but often 
appear to push for a program that generates more signs and can be overwhelming for a small 
community. I think a staff person can do much the same work, by looking to find a good program 
to mimic and then contracting for sign manufacturing only. We looked into consultants in the 
past, before I worked here, and they went overboard and scared the past council away from any 
program and therefore nothing was ever adopted.  
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Appendix 5.1 City of Atascadero Sign Guidelines Handout 
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Appendix 6.1 Current Sign Ordinance 
Chapter 17.68 - SIGNS  
Sections:  
17.68.010 - Purpose and intent. 
17.68.015 - Findings. 
17.68.020 - Definitions. 
17.68.030 - Prohibited signs. 
17.68.040 - Advertising on city property. 
17.68.050 - Miscellaneous specifications. 
17.68.060 - Permits. 
17.68.070 - Exceptions. 
17.68.080 - Minor adjustments. 
17.68.090 - Planning commission interpretation. 
17.68.100 - Exception permits. 
17.68.110 - Signs in various zones. 
17.68.120 - Miscellaneous signs and their regulations. 
17.68.130 - Maintenance. 
17.68.140 - Abandoned signs. 
17.68.150 - Existing nonconforming signs. 
17.68.155 - Time limits for nonconforming signs. 
17.68.160 - Penalties for violation. 
 
 
17.68.010 - Purpose and intent.  
It is the purpose of this chapter to regulate signs as an information system which expresses the 
character and environment of the city and its community. It is further intended that these regulations 
recognize the importance of business activity to the economic vitality of the city. Standards shall 
attempt to:  
A. Encourage communications which aid orientation and identify activities; 
B. Preserve and enhance the aesthetic character of the surroundings; 
C. Relate signing to basic principles of good design, encouraging pleasing community 
appearance; and 
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D. Restrict signs which overload the public's capacity to receive information, violate privacy 
or which increase the probability of accidents by distracting attention or obstructing vision.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.015 - Findings.  
In adopting the regulations for signs, the city council does find the following:  
A. That an excessive amount of signage, both in terms of number and size, as well as 
improper shape or design, can be distracting to motorists and pedestrians and this condition 
adversely effects the public safety by creating a potential traffic hazard;  
B.That excessive and poorly designed signs are confusing and reduce the effectiveness of all 
signs; this condition reduces the ability of residents and visitors to readily locate public 
facilities as well as businesses and services. Consequently, this condition not only adversely 
affects public safety by interfering with safe travel but also affects the public welfare by 
reducing convenience to residents and visitors and the viability of commercial districts;  
C.That signs provide important information to the public for a variety of purposes: excessive 
and poorly designed signs interfere with the effective transmitting of this information to the 
detriment of the public welfare;  
D.That excessive and poorly designed signs detract from the city's appearance and visual 
environment: this fact is recognized both in the city's general plan as well as its certified local 
coastal program. The visual environment is important to the property values and pleasant, 
enjoyable quality of life for residents and, therefore, signs which degrade that environment 
adversely affect the public welfare. Furthermore, the visual quality of the coastal zone, which 
encompasses virtually the entire city, is recognized in the California Coastal Act as a resource 
of statewide importance and, therefore, regulation of the size, shape, design and other features 
of signs which become part of the visual environment and which can detract from it if not 
carefully controlled is important for protecting this public resource. Also, the visual quality of 
the city enhances its appeal to the tourists who contribute significantly to the local economy; 
therefore, protection and enhancement of the visual environment is important to the vitality of 
the local economy.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.020 - Definitions.  
For purposes of this chapter, the following definitions shall apply:  
"Area of sign" means and shall be computed as the entire area measured in square feet, within 
a single continuous perimeter enclosing the extreme limits of lettering, representations, emblems, 
logos or any figure or integral part of the display or used to differentiate such sign from the 
background against which it is placed (exclusive of a background panel the same color as the wall to 
which it is attached). Only one face of a double-faced sign shall be considered in determining sign 
area provided both sides are of essentially similar design and not more than twelve inches apart and on 
planes parallel to each other. The support, uprights or structure on which any sign is supported shall 
not be included in determining the sign area unless such supports, uprights or structures are designed 
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in such a manner as to form an integral part of the sign display. Where a sign consists of a series of 
individual letters, numerals, symbols or other similar components and is painted or attached flat 
against the wall of a building or structure, and where such components are without integrated 
background definition and are not within a circumscribed or framed area, the total area of the sign 
shall be defined as the sum of the area within not more than eight straight lines enclosing such 
components plus twenty percent of the area within the lines. Stripes or designs on the building whose 
principal purpose is to accentuate, highlight or exaggerate sign(s) shall be construed as part of such 
signs(s) when calculating area of sign(s).  
"Attraction board" means a device used to display information regarding conveniences, 
services and rates currently offered by facilities providing temporary accommodation.  
"Bench sign" means a sign located on any part of the surface of a bench or seat placed on or 
adjacent to a public right-of-way.  
"Billboard" means the same as outdoor off-site freestanding sign.  
"Canopy" means an ornamental rooflike structure upon which a sign may be attached or 
otherwise affixed which is usually located over gasoline pumps.  
"Changeable copy sign" means a sign designed so that characters, letters or illustrations can 
be changed or rearranged without substantially altering the face or the surface of the sign.  
"Director" means the community development director or his authorized representative(s).  
"Display structures" for pedestrian viewing mean and include enclosed display of products 
sold, bulletin type advertising stands such as racks or directory signs as defined in this section.  
"Display surface" means the area made available by the sign structure for the purpose of 
making visible the advertising message.  
"Freestanding sign" means any sign which is supported by one or more uprights, poles or 
braces in or upon the ground which are not a part of any building or enclosed within the exterior walls 
of any building, and are separated therefrom by a distance of a least six inches.  
"Frontage" means, for purposes of computing allowable sign area, the linear measurement in 
feet of the property line directly fronting on a public street, or other public right-of-way to which such 
sign is oriented, excluding California State Highway One.  
"Height of a sign" means the greatest vertical distance measured from the ground level 
directly beneath the sign to the top of the sign or from the nearest property line fronting on a public 
street, whichever is lower.  
"Illuminated sign" means a sign which uses an artificial light source to make the message 
readable.  
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"Marquee" means a permanent roof structure attached to and supported by a building and 
projecting therefrom. A "marquee sign" is any sign affixed to a marquee.  
"Monument sign" means a freestanding sign not exceeding eight feet in height and relating to 
the design and building materials and the architectural theme of the buildings on the same property.  
"Outdoor-off-site freestanding sign" means a sign placed for the purpose of advertising 
products or services that are not produced, stored or sold on the property or any other subject not 
related to the property or use of the property, upon which the sign is located.  
"Pole sign" means any freestanding sign exceeding eight feet in height.  
"Projecting sign" or "pedestrian sign" means a sign other than a surface sign which extends 
outwards, suspended from or supported by a building or structure.  
"Roof sign" means a sign erected upon, over or above the roof of a building or structure, or 
any sign affixed to the wall of a building so that it projects above the eave line of a roof.  
"Sign" means any medium, including its structure and component pans, which is primarily 
used for, or having the effect of attracting attention from streets, parking lots, sidewalks or other 
outside public private areas.  
"Temporary sign" means any sign, banner, pennant, valance or advertising display 
constructed of cloth, canvas, light fabric, cardboard, wallboard, paper or other light materials, with or 
without frames, intended to be displayed for a limited period of time only.  
"Wall sign" means any sign attached to, erected against or painted upon the wall of a building 
or structure, the face of which is in a single plane parallel to the plane of the wall. Such sign shall not 
project from the building more than twelve inches, or extend above the roofline or parapet line.  
"Wind sign" means banners or objects of plastic or other light material designed to move and 
attract attention for purposes of advertising upon being subjected to pressure by wind or breeze.  
"Window sign" means any sign placed inside or upon a window facing the outside and which 
is intended to be seen from the exterior.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.030 - Prohibited signs.  
The following types of signs are prohibited:  
A.Roof signs, except as otherwise provided in this section; 
B.Signs which incorporate, in any manner, any flashing, moving, pulsating or intermittent 
lighting, with the exception of approved time and temperature displays;  
C.Signs in connection with any home occupation; 
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D.Bench signs or advertising signs located on other similar structures provided for the use of 
passengers along the route of a bus, not including plaques containing the names of persons or 
organizations which have made gifts or donations of such street furniture;  
E.Signs which make noise; 
F.Signs placed or displayed on vehicles parked in a conspicuous location to be used for on-
site or off-site advertising, with the exception of signs advertising such vehicles for sale and 
vehicle identification signs in locations where sale of vehicles is permitted;  
G.Billboards; 
H.Tire stacks; 
I.Signs incorporating the words "stop," "look," or "danger;" 
J.Illuminated signs of red, green or yellow within a view of a signalized intersection, or any 
unofficial sign, signal or device which purports to be or is an imitation of or resembles, any 
official traffic sign or signal, or which attempts to direct the movement of traffic, or which 
interferes with the visibility of any official traffic control device or warning signal;  
K.Sandwich board or A-frame signs, and other portable signs or posters of a miscellaneous or 
temporary character which are tacked, painted, pasted or otherwise placed or affixed and 
made visible from a public way, on the walls of buildings, on barns, sheds, trees, fences, 
utility poles or other structures, sidewalks or patios, except as otherwise provided in this 
section;  
L.Signs which move or rotate in whole or in part, except for barber poles or clocks; 
M.Signs, banners, pennants, valances or any other advertising display constructed of cloth, 
canvas, light fabric, paper, cardboard, wallboard or other light materials except for awnings 
and temporary signs as provided for in this chapter;  
N.Signs on fences or free standing walls not part of a building. 
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
 
17.68.040 - Advertising on city property.  
No person, except a public officer in performance of a public duty, shall paste, post, print, 
nail, tack, suspend or otherwise affix or place any card, banner, handbill, sign, poster, flag, 
advertisement or notice of any kind over any sidewalk, alley, street, land, park or other public place or 
property of the city, except as may be required by other city, county, state or national regulations, or 
without first obtaining the approval of the planning director. Application for such approval shall be 
made in writing stating the manner of intended use the method of erection and the purpose of intended 
use and the length of time requested. The director may require an exception permit or such other 
required permit prior to approving such uses.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.050 - Miscellaneous specifications.  
A.Obstruction to Exits. No sign shall be erected so as to obstruct any fire escape, required exit, 
window or door opening intended as a means of egress.  
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B.Obstruction to Ventilation. No sign shall be erected which interferes with any opening required for 
ventilation. 
C.Clearance from Electrical Power Lines and Communication Lines. Signs shall maintain all 
clearances from electrical conductors in accordance with the regulations of the California Public 
Utilities Commission and the orders of the Division of Industrial Safety, state of California, and from 
all communications equipment or lines located within the city.  
D.Clearance from Surface and Underground Facilities. Signs and their supporting structures shall 
maintain clearance and noninterference with all surface and underground facilities and conduits for 
water, sewage, gas, electricity and communications equipment or lines. Signs shall not be placed in 
public utility easements unless express written permission from the affected public utility is obtained 
for the sign.  
E.Drainage. The roofs of canopies or marquees exceeding twenty-five square feet shall be drained to 
prevent dripping or flow onto public sidewalks or streets and shall be connected to an approved 
disposal source of adequate conductors.  
F.Visible Supports. Visible angle iron or other frames supporting projecting signs and canopy signs as 
well as chain supports are prohibited, except those structures of an artistic nature which are integral to 
the sign's aesthetic design.  
G.Glare Prohibited. No sign shall be permitted to emit undue reflection or glare on surrounding 
property. No sign shall emit or reflect light exceeding ten foot-candle power at ten feet from the face 
of the sign.  
H.Sign Orientation. No sign shall be permitted which is so oriented as to be viewed primarily across 
an adjacent private property line; all signs must be visible directly from a public right-of-way, other 
public open space or parking lot or courtyard on the same site as the sign, without view lines 
extending over private property different from that on which the sign is located.  
I.Lighting. Light sources shall be steady and stationary. Lighting shall not be distracting to 
pedestrians, motorists and neighboring property. No sign shall emit or reflect light exceeding ten foot-
candle power at ten feet from the face of the sign.  
J.Projecting Signs and Rooflines. No projecting sign shall extend above the roofline or parapet of the 
building or structure to which it is attached.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.060 - Permits.  
A.Required. No sign shall be erected or altered, including painted signs, without first obtaining a 
permit to do so from the director or his authorized representative, except as otherwise provided in this 
chapter. No permit shall be issued for any sign which does not conform to adopted sections of the 
Uniform Building Code and Uniform Sign Code and to other applicable provisions of the construction 
standards of the city. The director may apply reasonable conditions to the approval of a sign permit to 
help ensure compliance with this chapter.  
B.Application. Application for a sign permit shall be made in writing upon forms furnished by the 
community development department. Such application shall include a sign plan as required in this 
section.  
 A-224 
 
C.Fees. Applications for a sign permit shall be accompanied by a fee in the amount set by resolution 
of the city council. 
D.Sign Plan Required. Application for a sign permit as required by this chapter shall be accompanied 
by a plan or plans drawn to scale, which includes the following:  
1 .The proposed design, dimensions, copy, color, lighting methods and location of the sign on 
the property, including the dimensions of the sign's supporting members, and details of all 
connections, guy lines, supports and footings, and materials to be used;  
2.The maximum and minimum height of the sign; 
3.  The method of attachment to any structure; 
4. The position (orientation) of the proposed sign and its relation to adjacent buildings and 
structures, property lines and public rights-of-way;  
5. The size and color relationships of such sign to the appearance and design of existing or 
proposed buildings and structures on the property;  
6. The location of off-street parking facilities, including major points of entry and exit for 
motor vehicles where directional signs are proposed;  
7. The sizes and dimensions of all other signs existing on the property; 
8.The location and size of any building(s) or structure(s) on the property, both existing and 
proposed; 
9.A statement of sign valuation; 
10.Such other information as the community development director may reasonably require to 
secure compliance with this chapter and the ordinances of the city;  
11.Where the scale and scope of the sign proposal so warrants, the director may waive some 
of the informational requirements above, provided all information necessary for adequate 
review of the proposal is submitted.  
E.Sign Review Criteria. The allowed number and area of signs as outlined in this chapter are intended 
to be maximum standards which do not necessarily ensure architectural compatibility. Therefore, in 
addition to the enumerated standards, consideration shall be given to a sign's relationship to the overall 
appearance of the subject property. Simplicity and sign effectiveness shall be considered along with 
the following criteria in review of signs. In approving a sign permit or sign exception permit as 
provided for in Section 17.68.070 the reviewing body must find that these criteria are met:  
1.The sign is consistent with the intent and purpose of this chapter; 
2.The sign does not constitute a detriment to public health, safety and welfare; 
3.The size, shape, color, materials, design and location of the sign are compatible with and 
bear harmonious relationship to all signs on a parcel and to the use, as well as to the 
neighborhood and surroundings;  
4.Signs on all proposed buildings or new additions to existing buildings are designed as an 
integral part of the total building design;  
5.The location of the proposed sign and the design of its visual elements (lettering, words, 
figures, colors, decorative motifs, spacing and proportions) are legible under normal viewing 
conditions prevailing where the sign is to be installed;  
6.The location and design of the proposed sign does not obscure from view or unduly detract 
from existing or adjacent signs; 
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7.The location and design of the proposed sign, its size, shape, illumination, and color does 
not detract from or interfere with or intrude upon adjacent properties or their occupants;  
8.The location and design of a proposed sign in close proximity to any residential district 
does not adversely affect the value or character of the adjacent residential district;  
9.Review of signs at city entryways as defined in the city's scenic highway element shall also 
be subject to the following provisions: 
a.Sign area, height and location shall be designed so as not to interfere with view 
corridors as defined and specified in the coastal plan/coastal element;  
b.Freestanding signs shall not exceed eight feet in height except within two hundred 
feet of Highway One or Highway 41 where the provisions of Section 17.68.110 shall 
apply. Where feasible, all freestanding signs within or along city entryways shall be 
placed within a landscaped planter.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
 
17.68.070 - Exceptions.  
The following signs or modifications to signs shall not require a sign permit. These 
exceptions shall not be construed as relieving the owner of the sign from the responsibility of its safe 
erection and safe and attractive maintenance, and its compliance with applicable provisions of this 
chapter or any other law or chapter regulating same:  
A.Changing Copy. The changing of the advertising copy or message of an approved sign 
specifically designed for the use of replaceable copy;  
B.Maintenance. The electrical, repainting or cleaning maintenance of a sign; 
C.Nameplates. Signs not exceeding one square foot in area and bearing only property 
numbers, post box numbers, or names of the occupants of premises;  
D.Government Flags. Flags and insignia of any government, except when displayed in 
connection with commercial promotion; 
E.Legal Notices. Legal notices, identification information, or directional signs erected by 
government bodies; 
F.Architectural Features. Integral decorative or architectural features of buildings except 
letters, trademarks, moving parts or lights;  
G.Traffic Direction Signs. Signs directing and guiding traffic and parking on private property, 
not exceeding three square feet in area but bearing no advertising matter;  
H.Announcement Signs. One sign per street frontage on real property where construction, 
structural alteration or repair is to take place, or is taking place, which contains information 
regarding the purpose for which the building is intended and the individuals connected with 
the project, including names of architects, engineers, contractors, developers, finances and 
tenants, provided the area of such sign shall not exceed sixteen square feet in area;  
I.Real Estate and "Open House" Signs. During the period which real estate is offered for sale 
or lease, one sign per frontage not exceeding four square feet in area in R-l or R-2 residential 
districts, or eight square feet in other districts, advertising the sale, lease, or rent of the 
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property upon which it is located and the identification of the person or firm (agent) handling 
such sale, lease or rental. Such signs shall not exceed six feet in height. No flags or banners 
are permitted. One off-site "Open House" sign, not to exceed eighteen inches by twenty-four 
inches in area for providing direction to real estate which is available for inspection and sale, 
during daylight hours only, for a period not to exceed thirty days and with permission of 
property-owners of site on which such sign is placed;  
J.Subdivision Signs. One sign per street frontage, signs not exceeding fifty square feet in 
aggregate area, for the advertising of the sale of a subdivision may be displayed on the site of 
the subdivision upon approval of a final map and initiation of construction for a period of one 
year. The display period may be extended by written approval of the planning director for a 
reasonable period of time, not to exceed one year at any one time;  
K.Plaques. Commemorative plaques placed by historical agencies recognized by the city of 
Morro Bay and county of San Luis Obispo or the state of California, consisting of 
noncombustible material (e.g. bronze or stone);  
L.Political Campaign Signs. Political campaign signs not to exceed sixty-four square feet in 
area per site shall be permitted only on private property;  
M.Signs on Awnings, Etc. Painted, nonilluminated or indirectly lighted signs may be 
permitted on the borders of canopies, awnings, arcades or similar attachments or structures if 
located and, erected in a manner satisfactory to the director or an authorized representative. 
Such signs shall be included in the total permitted sign area;  
N.Decorative Wind Socks. Decorative wind socks not exceeding six feet in length, not 
advertising any location, business, goods or services and not extending over public property. 
Such signs extending over public property shall obtain a sign permit prior to installation;  
O.Garage Sale Signs. One unlighted sign shall be permitted for garage sales, provided such 
sign shall not exceed four square feet in area and shall be displayed on the property where 
such sale shall take place and only on the day of said sale.  
(Ord. 493, 2002; Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.080 - Minor adjustments.  
The director may grant for either new or existing signs, minor adjustments to sign colors, 
landscaping requirements or height, or authorize deviations from sign area not to exceed twenty 
percent; and on sloping roofs, the allowance of roof signs not to extend above the ridge line, for 
existing buildings only, when it is determined that no other possible, reasonable method of sign is 
available. In granting adjustments, the director may apply reasonable conditions to help ensure that the 
provisions of this chapter are met.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.090 - Planning commission interpretation.  
The planning commission shall have authority and duty to interpret the provisions of this 
chapter at the request of the planning director, or when a written appeal from a decision of the director 
is filed with the planning commission. Decisions made by the planning commission may be appealed 
to the city council within ten days of that decision.  
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(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.100 - Exception permits.  
Exception permits for signs not conforming with the provisions of this chapter may be 
granted by the planning commission, pursuant to the following provisions:  
A.Application. Application for an exception permit shall be made by the sign owner or by the 
lessee if approved by the property owner in writing, on a form prescribed by the city, and 
shall be accompanied by a fee as established by resolution of the city council;  
B.Public Hearing. Upon receipt of the required application and fee, a public hearing shall be 
held by the planning commission. Notice of such hearing shall be given by publication in the 
official newspaper of the city at least ten days prior to the hearing and by mailing the notice, 
postage prepaid, at least five days prior to the hearing to all property owners whose names 
and addresses appear on the latest adopted tax roll as owning property within a distance of 
three hundred feet from the exterior boundaries of the applicant's property;  
C.Provisions for Granting. Exception permits may be granted if the commission finds that the 
sign will not be contrary to the purposes of this chapter, will not be materially detrimental to 
the health, safety, comfort or general welfare of persons residing in the neighborhood or 
detrimental or injurious to property or improvements in the neighborhood or to the general 
welfare of the city, and that adverse effects can be prevented with the imposition of 
conditions. The planning commission may impose conditions on the approval of a sign 
exception permit to ensure that the above listed provisions are met;  
D.Imitating Traffic Signs. Exception permits shall not be granted for signs imitating traffic 
signs or affecting visibility of traffic-control devices, as prohibited in this chapter. No 
exception permit shall be granted for illuminated signs of red, green or yellow within view of 
a signalized intersection;  
E.Appeal. In cases where the applicant or any other person is not satisfied with the action of 
the planning commission, they may within ten days, appeal the decision of the commission to 
the city council on forms provided by the city. Notice shall be given to the planning 
commission of such appeal and the commission shall submit a report to the city council 
setting forth the reasons for the action taken. The city council shall render its decision within 
sixty days after the filing of such appeal.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.110 - Signs in various zones.  
The following regulations regarding signs shall apply to the specified zoning districts as 
provided below: sign permits shall be required for the sign types described in the following zones 
unless expressly exempted:  
A.Agriculture Zone. One unlighted sign per street frontage for the purpose of advertising the sale of products 
grown on the premises may be allowed in the agriculture zone and shall not require a sign permit. The 
aggregate area of such signs shall not exceed eight square feet per property.  
B.Residential Zones. The following signs may be permitted in residential zones: 
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1.Surface Signs. One identification surface sign not to exceed twenty square feet in 
area shall be permitted on any multifamily dwelling of more than four attached units;  
2.One surface sign or monument sign not to exceed .5 square feet per one linear foot 
of frontage or twenty-four square feet, whichever is less, shall be permitted for other 
allowable nonresidential uses, except as otherwise provided in this chapter;  
3.For hotels, motels and bed and breakfast establishments in R-4 districts, signs may 
be permitted in accordance with the provisions for commercial and industrial zones 
as provided in subsection I of this section as well as attraction boards as provided in 
Section 17.68.120  
4.For bed and breakfast establishments in R-3 districts, one surface sign or 
monument sign not to exceed .5 square feet for each linear foot of frontage, and 
attraction boards as provided in the Section 17.68.120  
5.Subdivision or Tract Name Signs. One nonilluminated sign not to exceed twenty-
four square feet in area or one nonilluminated sign not to exceed twelve square feet 
each per exclusive entrance to a subdivision or tract name with a maximum of four 
per tract shall be permitted;  
6.Mobile Home Parks. A mobilehome park may be allowed one externally 
illuminated or nonilluminated identification sign, not to exceed the equivalent of one 
square foot of sign area per ten linear feet of frontage on each right-of-way upon 
which it takes vehicular access. No sign shall have a surface area of greater than 
thirty square feet or be erected at right angles to the right-of-way. Such signs shall 
not exceed eight feet in height.  
C.Commercial and Industrial Zones. The following signs may be permitted in commercial and industrial 
zones, except the G-O zone: 
1.Surface signs and aggregate allowable area per site: 
a.Provided no other types of signs are erected on the property, surface signs 
may be permitted to a maximum area of two square feet for each one linear 
foot of building frontage on the site.  
b.Where surface signs are used in conjunction with other types of signs on 
the same site, the aggregate area allowed for all signs shall not exceed one 
square foot for each one linear foot of building frontage on the site.  
c.Any sign, or the aggregate of all signs for any one property shall require an 
exception permit if such signs exceed two hundred square feet in area, or 
except if the sign program is approved pursuant to a conditional use permit 
or coastal development permit.  
2.Monument Signs. One monument identification sign not to exceed six feet six 
inches in height may be permitted per site. Monument signs set back at least five feet 
from the property line(s) may be eight feet in height provided, however, such sign is 
placed in a landscaped planter or berm subject to approval by the director. Monument 
signs may be placed in required setback areas but must be a minimum of one foot 
from the property line. Monument signs shall not interfere with safety sight angles on 
corners and at driveways. As a condition of any sign permit for a monument sign, 
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additional landscaping of the site may be required to better integrate sign appearance 
with the site.  
3.Projecting Signs. The total area of a projecting identification sign shall not exceed 
one square foot for each one linear foot of building frontage on the site. No 
projecting sign shall encroach more than twelve inches over a public right-of-way. In 
addition such signs shall be a minimum of eight feet in height above a sidewalk or 
other public pedestrian right-of-way and shall otherwise comply with applicable 
provisions of Title 14 of this code.  
4.Pole Signs. One pole sign for identification purposes only may be allowed per 
business site or per shopping center, subject to the following conditions:  
a.For a shopping center the total area of the sign shall not exceed one square 
foot for each linear foot of property frontage, or one hundred square feet, 
whichever is less;  
b.Such signs shall not encroach more than twelve inches over a public right-
of-way; 
c.Such signs shall not exceed fifteen feet in height; except within two 
hundred feet of Highway One where twenty-five feet may be approved 
subject to a conditional use permit approved pursuant to Chapter 17.60  
d.Such signs shall be placed within a landscaped planter; 
e.As a condition of any sign permit for a pole sign additional landscaping of 
the property may be required where needed to better integrate sign 
appearance with the site through scale and softening effects;  
f.Such signs and their supporting elements shall be designed so as to be 
harmonious with any building or structures on the site, including 
architectural style, colors and scale;  
g.Other provisions of this section notwithstanding, no pole sign shall be 
permitted on a property which fronts on a street right-of-way (excluding 
Highway One) which directly faces an R-l, R-2 or R-3 zoning district.  
5.Marquee Signs. One marquee sign may be permitted in conjunction with theaters, 
museums, galleries and similar uses subject to obtaining a sign exception permit. One 
identification sign not to exceed twelve inches in the vertical dimension or six inches 
in thickness (width) may be placed immediately below the marquee sign. Such sign 
shall not project beyond the marquee face, nor be less than eight feet above a 
sidewalk or other public pedestrian right-of-way. Removable copy may be changed 
on the face of permitted marquee signs without securing a sign permit;  
6.Restaurant Menus. In addition to those signs permitted by this chapter, a restaurant 
may display a sign not to exceed three square feet in area on a wall or window, which 
displays the menu and/or daily specials;  
7.Temporary Signs within Window Area. Temporary informational signs and posters 
including sale, special events and other similar signs, which do not exceed twenty-
five percent of the window area, or ten square feet, whichever is greater may be 
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located on the inside of the window, or painted on said window for a period not to 
exceed thirty days;  
8.Frontage and Placement. 
a.A business in a building facing on more than one public right-of-way shall 
be allowed the full authorized sign area on one street and one-half the 
authorized sign area on the other street(s);  
b.Any sign shall be oriented toward the public street on which they are 
located, or where no such public right-of-way exists, signs shall orient 
towards a common use parking lot or interior courtyard;  
c.Where the principal sign for a business is located so that it cannot be seen 
by pedestrian traffic, an identification sign, in addition to that otherwise 
allowed by this chapter may be permitted by the director.  
D.General Office Zone. The following signs may be permitted in the general office (G-O) zone: Monument or 
surface signs may be permitted as provided in subsection C of this section, except that the total area of all signs 
on a site shall not exceed one square foot per one linear foot of frontage, and provided however, freestanding 
signs exceeding eight feet in height are expressly prohibited.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.120 - Miscellaneous signs and their regulations.  
A.Display Structure. Display structures for pedestrian viewing as defined in this chapter shall be permitted in 
any commercial district upon granting of an exception permit as provided in this chapter. Such display 
structures shall comply with building setback requirements, shall have a total area not to exceed fifty percent 
of the sign area requirements as prescribed in the section on commercial and industry zones for surface signs 
and shall be illuminated only by indirect light, semidirect light or diffused light.  
B.Special Private Event Displays and Grand Opening Signs. Temporary signs and wind signs may be erected 
on the premises of an establishment having a grand opening or special event, provided that such signs shall be 
displayed for a period not to exceed thirty calendar days previous to such event. Such signs shall be removed 
within seven days after the event. Such signs may be used for not more than two periods each calendar year for 
any property or business.  
C.Directional and Community Promotional Display Programs. Directional and community promotion sign 
programs advertising, directing or informing pedestrian of business service or community events and services 
not related to or located on the site shall be permitted on private property in commercial use areas of the city, 
and on public lands or rights-of-way upon granting of an exception permit.  
D.Civic Event Signs on Private Property. Temporary signs not to exceed thirty-two square feet in area 
announcing a campaign drive or event of a civic, public, quasi-public, philanthropic, educational or religious 
organization shall be permitted on private property for a period not to exceed thirty days. Such signs shall be 
removed within fifteen days after the event.  
E.Civic Event Signs on Public Property. Temporary signs announcing a civic, public, quasi public, 
philanthropic, educational or religious organization purposes may extend over public property subject to 
obtaining an exception permit as provided in this chapter. Such signs may extend across a public street only by 
permission of the city council and shall maintain a minimum vertical clearance of fourteen feet six inches. No 
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temporary sign may be displayed for a period exceeding thirty days, for each of two periods each calendar 
year.  
F.Attraction Boards for Hotels, Motels and Bed and Breakfast Establishments. An attraction board may be 
included in the design and allowable sign area for a hotel, motel, or bed and breakfast establishment, subject to 
the following:  
1.The attraction board shall be designed and located so that it is made an integral part of the 
principal sign except as provided in this section;  
2.If the principal sign is designed and located on a building or in such a manner that an 
attached attraction board sign would detract from the appearance of the sign, a detached 
attraction board sign shall be allowed provided:  
a.That the size of the detached attraction board sign shall be counted as pan of the 
total allowable sign area; 
b.That the maximum allowed size for a detached attraction board sign shall be five 
square feet; 
c.The name of the hotel or motel shall not be indicated on the attraction board sign. 
3.The following information shall be allowed on an attraction board sign: 
a.Winter rate (excluding amount); 
b.Vacancy; 
c.Credit cards; 
d.TV; 
e.Pool; 
f.Air conditioning; 
g.Continental Breakfast; 
h.Any other information as approved by the Director. 
G.Signs on Awnings and Similar Overhangs. Painted, nonilluminated or indirectly lighted signs may be 
permitted on the borders of marquees, canopies, awnings, arcades or similar attachments or structures, but not 
including mansard-style roofs or eaves, if located and erected in a manner satisfactory to the planning director 
or an authorized representative. Such signs shall be included in the total permitted sign area.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.130 - Maintenance.  
Every sign, including those signs for which no permit is required, together with all supports 
braces, guys and anchors shall be maintained in a safe, presentable and good structural condition at all 
times. The display surfaces of all signs shall be kept neatly painted, posted or otherwise maintained at 
all times. The owner of property on which the sign is located shall be responsible for the condition of 
the area in the vicinity of the sign, and shall be required to keep this area clear, sanitary and free from 
noxious or offensive substances, rubbish and flammable waste materials.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
 
 
 A-232 
 
17.68.140 - Abandoned signs.  
Any sign which is located on property that becomes vacant and is unoccupied for a period of 
three months or longer, or any sign which was erected for an occupant or business unrelated to the 
present occupant or business, except existing, nonconforming outdoor off-site freestanding signs, or 
any sign which pertains to a time, event or purpose which no longer exists shall be presumed to be 
abandoned. Permanent signs applicable to a business temporarily suspended because of a change of 
ownership or management of such business shall not be deemed abandoned unless the property 
remains vacant for a period of six months or more. An abandoned sign is prohibited and shall be 
removed, such removal shall be the responsibility of the property owner. Abandoned signs are found 
to be a public nuisance due to their misleading and distracting nature and due to their contributing to 
visual blight, detrimental to surrounding areas and the community generally.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.150 - Existing nonconforming signs.  
Signs existing at the time of adoption of the ordinance codified in this chapter, which do not 
comply with the provisions hereof but which were legally erected pursuant to applicable state and city 
ordinances and policies in effect at the time of construction, shall be regarded as nonconforming signs, 
and are subject to the following:  
A.Whenever there occurs a change in the type of business or use with which a sign is associated, such existing 
signs for the prior business shall be removed or otherwise made to conform to the provisions of this chapter.  
B.A nonconforming sign may not be expanded, extended, reconstructed, or altered in any way in its location or 
orientation to enable it to be read or viewed from a different direction than its original position, except in the 
following cases:  
1.Such sign may be removed for purposes of repair and routine maintenance, 
including painting, provided such sign is replaced within sixty days of its removal;  
2.Minor sign face changes not involving changes in graphic design or color are 
permitted; 
3.Such sign may be removed for the purpose of remodeling a building provided 
replacement occurs within thirty days after remodeling is completed;  
4.If change of ownership of the business occurs, and no change to the type of 
business advertised by any nonconforming sign, the new owner may change any 
name or names on such sign provided there is no change in the sign size, 
configuration or orientation.  
C.A nonconforming sign destroyed by the elements, fire or other accidental cause, to an extent exceeding fifty 
percent of its original valuation shall not be replaced as a nonconforming sign.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.155 - Time limits for nonconforming signs.  
The city council incorporates the time limits for compliance for nonconforming signs as 
originally adopted by ordinance and modified by Ordinance 242:  
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A. Time Limits. There are declared to be the following time periods commencing six months from October 1, 
1972, within which all nonconforming signs within the city shall be altered, removed, or otherwise made to 
comply with the provisions of this chapter:  
1.All signs not in conformance with the requirements provided by Chapter 14.64 as 
in effect on October 1, 1972, eleven years from said October 1, 1972.  
2.Exception: The following time period shall apply to signs legally erected pursuant 
to a valid sign permit issued within two years immediately preceding October 1, 
1972: All signs not in conformance with Chapter 14.64 as in effect on October 1, 
1972, fifteen years from permit date.  
B. List of Nonconforming Signs. 
1.Within six months of October l, 1972, the building official shall compile a list of 
signs which as of said date do not conform to the provisions of this Chapter 14.64 
and are subject to amortization in accordance with subsection A of this section, and 
file the same in his office.  
2.Notification. 
a.Within three months after the filing, the building official shall cause to be 
mailed to the owners of property and the proprietor of premises on which 
nonconforming signs are located, notice of the existence of such 
nonconforming signs and the time within which the same must be made to 
conform or be abated;  
b.For purposes of such notification, the last known name and address of the 
owner of the property in question shall be used, as shown on the last 
equalized assessment roll of the county of San Luis Obispo;  
c.Notification to such owner of the property shall be deemed to be 
notification to the owner of the sign in question; 
d.The mailing of such notice shall be done by certified mail. The failure of 
the owner to receive the same shall in no way impair the effectiveness of the 
provisions of this section or the validity of any proceedings taken for the 
abatement of any such sign.  
C.Abatement. 
1.Nonconforming signs listed in subsection A of this section, shall either be made to 
conform with the provisions of this chapter, or abated within the applicable period of 
time set forth in subsection A of this section.  
2.In the event a sign is not abated in accordance with subsection (C)(1) of this section 
the building official shall order the same abated by the owner of the property and any 
other person known to be responsible for the maintenance of the sign. It is thereafter 
unlawful for any such person to maintain or suffer to be maintained any such sign on 
any property owned or controlled by him.  
3.Unless some other mode of abatement is approved by the building official in 
writing, abatement of nonconforming signs shall be accomplished in the following 
manner  
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a.Movable Signs—Rotations Exceeding Eight R.P.M. By reducing rate of 
rotation to eight r.p.m. or less or by removing the sign. 
b.Other Signs. By removal of the sign, including its dependent structures and 
supports; or pursuant to a sign permit dully issued, by modification, 
alteration or replacement thereto, in conformity with the provisions of this 
chapter.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995)  
17.68.160 - Penalties for violation.  
A.Whenever a sign is found to be erected or maintained in violation of any provision of this chapter or of any 
other chapter or law, the director shall order that such sign be altered, repaired, reconstructed, demolished or 
removed as may be appropriate to abate such condition. Any work required to be done shall be completed 
within ten days of the date of such order, unless otherwise specified in writing.  
B.Failure, neglect or refusal to comply with such order of the director shall be sufficient basis for the 
revocation of any permit granted under this chapter.  
C.The director shall have the power and authority to remove or cause to be removed, at the owner's expense, 
any sign erected or maintained in violation of the provisions of this chapter.  
D.The installation and/or maintenance of a sign in violation of this chapter or in violation of any conditions 
affixed to a sign permit shall be deemed a misdemeanor.  
(Ord. 445 § 3 (part), 1995) 
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Appendix 6.2 Old Draft Sign Ordinance 
Chapter 17.68 Sign Regulations 
 
Sections:  
17.68.010 Purpose  
17.68.020 Exempt Signs  
17.68.030 Prohibited Signs  
17.68.040 General Sign Standards  
17.68.050 Regulations for Residential Districts  
17.68.060 Regulations for Commercial Districts, Mixed-Use and Industrial Districts  
17.68.070 Specific Sign Types and Standards  
17.68.080 General Design Principles  
17.68.090 Zoning Clearance or Sign Permit Required  
17.68.100 Master Sign Program  
17.68.110 Maintenance, Abandonment, and Removal  
17.68.120 Provisions for Nonconforming and Illegal Signs  
17.68.130 Appeals  
17.68.010 Purpose   
 
The purpose of this Chapter is to regulate signs as an information system that expresses the 
character and environment of the City of Morro Bay and its community. These regulations 
recognize the importance of business activity to the economic vitality of the City. Specifically, 
these regulations are intended to:  
 
A. Encourage communications which aid orientation and identify businesses and activities.  
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B. Preserve and enhance the aesthetic character of the City.  
C. Apply basic principles of good design and sensitivity to community appearance to signage.  
D. Restrict signs that overload the public’s capacity to receive information, violate privacy or 
which increase the probability of accidents by distracting driver’s attention or obstructing a 
driver’s vision.   
 
17.68.020 Exempt Signs   
 
The following signs or modifications to signs do not require zoning conformance review, nor 
shall the area of such signs be included in the maximum allowable sign area measurement for 
the purposes of this Chapter. These exceptions shall not be construed as relieving the owner of 
the sign from the responsibility of the safe erection and safe and attractive maintenance of the 
sign, of obtaining a building permit where applicable, or of compliance with applicable 
provisions of this Chapter or any other requirement of this Title.   
 
A. Announcement Signs. One sign, not exceeding 16 square feet in area and 6 feet in 
height, per street frontage on real property where construction, structural alteration or 
repair is to take place, or is taking place, which contains information regarding the 
purpose for which the building is intended and the individuals connected with the 
project, including names of architects, engineers, contractors, developers, finances and 
tenants. Announcement signs are exempt only for the duration of the construction of 
the building and shall be removed prior to issuance of a certificate of occupancy.  
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B.   Change of Business Signs. A temporary attachment or covering of wood, plastic, or canvas 
over a permanent sign indicating a change of ownership or activity may be displayed no 
longer than 30 days following the change of ownership or activity for which the sign is 
intended, or up to 90 days following issuance of a building permit. The sign shall be no 
larger than the previously permitted permanent sign.  
 
C.   Equipment Signs. Signs, not more than eight square feet in sign area, incorporated into 
displays, machinery, or equipment by a manufacturer, distributor, or vendor that identify 
or advertise only the product or service dispensed by the machine or equipment, such as 
signs customarily fixed to automated teller machines (ATMs), gasoline pumps, menu 
boards, and umbrellas. If a vending machine is visible from the street, the sign area shall be 
included in the total sign area allowed for the use.   
 
D.   Flags. Flags and insignia of any government, except when incorporated into a commercial 
sign.    
 
E.   Garage Sale Signs. One unlighted sign is permitted for garage sales, provided such sign 
does not exceed four square feet in area and is displayed on the property where such sale 
shall take place only on the day of the sale.   
 
F.   Mobile Vendor (Non-permanent Vendor) Signs. Signs fixed to mobile vending carts that 
identify or advertise the name, product, or service provided by the vendor. Each mobile 
vending cart is limited to a maximum sign area of eight square feet.  
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G.   Official Government Signs and Legal Notices. Official notices issued by a court, public body 
or office and posted in the performance of a public duty; notices posted by a utility or 
other quasi-public agent in the performance of a public duty; historical markers erected by 
a governmental body; identification information; directional signs erected by government 
bodies; or other signs required or authorized by law.   
 
H.   Parking and Directional Signs. On-site parking and directional signs, not exceeding eight 
square feet in sign area and five feet in height, that do not include any advertising 
messages or symbols.  
 
I.  Political Campaign Signs.. Political campaign signs not to exceed sixty-four square feet in area 
per site and shall be permitted only on private property;  
 
J.   Real Estate and “Open House” Signs. Signs conveying information about the sale, rental, 
or lease of a property and the identification of the person or firm (agent) handling such 
sale, lease or rental, provided they comply with the following standards. Real estate and 
open house signs are exempt only during the period for which the property is offered for 
sale or lease.   
 
1.  Maximum Number. One on-site per frontage.  
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2.  Maximum Sign Area.   
a.  RS or RD Districts. 4 square feet.   
b.  Other Districts. 8 square feet.   
3.  Maximum Height. 6 feet.  
 
 
 
 
K.   Off-Site Directional Sign. One off-site sign not to exceed 36 square feet, providing 
direction to real estate available for sale or lease, during daylight hours only. Permission 
from the property owners of the site where the sign is placed is required.  
 
L.   Small Signs. Any sign no larger than eight square feet in area, attached to a freestanding 
sign structure no higher than five feet, a window, or a building wall. This exception may 
include, but is not limited to, commercial and non-commercial signs, freedom of speech 
signs, organization identification signs, and commemorative plaques within the required 
size limits.  
 
M.   Subdivision Signs. One sign per frontage, advertising the sale of a subdivision may be 
displayed on the site of the subdivision upon approval of a final map and initiation of 
construction for a period of one year.  The display period may be extended with written 
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approval of the Director for a reasonable period of time, not to exceed one year at any one 
time.  
 
TABLE 17.68 – A: SUBDIVISION SIGNS  
Maximum Height 8 ft.   
Maximum Sign Area 24 sq. ft. 
Maximum Number per 
Subdivision or Tract 
4 
 
N.   Window Signs. Window signs not exceeding 20 percent coverage of each glass window or 
glass door to which the sign is attached or 10 square feet, whichever is greater. Any sign 
that is hung within three feet of a window, attached to a display located within three feet 
of a window, or painted on the window is considered a window sign. For temporary 
window signs, refer to Section 17.68.070.  
 
 
 
17.68.030 Prohibited Signs  
 
The following types of signs, materials, designs, messages, and locations are prohibited:  
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A.  Animated and Moving Signs. Signs that incorporate, in any manner, any flashing, moving, 
rotating, pulsating or intermittent lighting, with the exception of approved time and 
temperature displays.  
 
B.   Banners, Streamers, or Pennants. Signs, banners, pennants, valances or any other 
advertising display constructed of cloth, canvas, light fabric, paper, cardboard, wallboard or 
other light materials except for awnings and temporary signs as provided for in this Chapter.  
 
C.  Billboards. Off premises outdoor advertising signs.   
 
D.   Emissions. Signs that produce noise or sounds in excess of 40 decibels, excluding voice units 
at drive-through facilities, and signs that emit visible smoke, vapor, particles, or odor.  
 
E.  Fence Signs. Signs on fences or free-standing walls, not part of a building.  
 
F.   Obscenities. Signs that depict, describe, or relate to “specified sexual activities” or 
“specified anatomical areas” as defined in Chapter 17.41: Terms and Definitions.  
 
G.   Obstruction to Exits. Signs that obstruct any fire escape, required exit, window or door 
opening intended as a means of egress.   
 
H.  Obstruction to Ventilation. Signs that interfere with any opening required for ventilation.  
 
I.   Posters and Snipe Signs. Posters of a miscellaneous or temporary character that are tacked, 
painted, pasted or otherwise placed or affixed and made visible from a public way, on the 
walls of buildings, on barns, sheds, trees, fences, utility poles or other structures, sidewalks 
or patios, except as otherwise provided in this Chapter.  
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J.  Roof Signs. Signs erected upon, over or above the roof of a building or structure, or any sign 
affixed to the wall of a building so that it projects above the eave line of a roof. No 
projecting sign shall extend above the roofline or parapet of the building or structure to 
which it is attached.  
 
 
 
 
K.  Signs Creating Traffic Hazards. Signs located in such a manner as to constitute a traffic 
hazard or obstruct the view of any authorized traffic sign or signal device, or signs that may 
be confused with any authorized traffic sign, signal, or device; or that makes use of the 
words “stop”, “look”, “danger”, or any other word, phrase, symbol, or character that 
interferes with, misleads, or confuses vehicular drivers.   
 
L.  Signs on Public Bus Shelters or Benches. Signs located on bus shelters, benches, or similar 
structures provided for the use of passengers along the route of a bus, not including 
plaques containing the names of persons or organizations which have made gifts or 
donations of such street furniture.  
 
M.  Vehicle Displays. Signs placed or displayed on vehicles parked in a conspicuous location to 
be used for on-site or off-site advertising, with the exception of signs advertising such 
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vehicles for sale and vehicle identification signs in locations where sale of vehicles is 
permitted.  
 
N. Tire Stacks. Signs placed on stacked tires.   
 
17.68.040 General Sign Standards   
 
This Section establishes rules for measuring sign area, general physical standards, and 
requirements applicable to all signs and the districts in which they are located. More detailed 
standards applicable to specific sign types (e.g. building mounted, freestanding, and other sign 
types) in each zoning districts follow this Section.   
 
A.  Maximum Allowable Sign Area. The maximum allowable total sign area per property shall 
be as specified under the regulations in Section 17.68.050 and 17.68.060 for specific 
districts, unless a different limit is approved under a  
 
Master Sign Program (see Section 17.68.100) or approved by the Planning Commission.   
 
B.  Computation of Sign Area. The methodology for computing the sign area of all sign types 
shall be as follows:  
 
1. Single-faced Signs. The sign area of signs with sign faces on a single plane and viewable 
from only one side of the plane shall be measured as the entire area within a single 
continuous perimeter composed of squares or rectangles that enclose the extreme 
limits of all sign elements including, but not limited to, sign structures or borders, 
written copy, logos, symbols, illustrations, and color.   
 
2. Double-faced Signs.  Double-faced signs with sign faces that are parallel (back-to-back) 
and a distance of less than three feet apart, or sign faces that have an interior angle of 
45 degrees or less, shall be counted as a single sign with only one face measured in 
calculating sign area. Where the faces are not equal in size, the larger sign face shall be 
used as the basis for calculating sign area.   
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3. Multi-faced Signs. The sign area of signs with three or more sign faces, or signs with two 
sign faces with a distance greater than three feet apart or an interior angle greater than 
45 degrees, shall be calculated as the sum of all the sign faces.  
 
4. Three-dimensional Signs. Signs that consist of, or have attached to them, one or more 
three-dimensional objects (i.e., balls, cubes, clusters of objects, sculpture, or statue-like 
trademarks), shall have a sign area of the sum of two adjacent sides or sign faces.  
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C.  Building Frontage. A building’s frontage is considered continuous if projections or recesses 
in a building wall do not exceed ten feet in any direction.  
 
 
 
 
D.  Materials. Paper, cardboard, or other material subject to rapid deterioration shall be limited 
to signs displayed for no more than 30 days.  
 
E.  Illumination. Signs may be illuminated subject to all of the following standards:  
 
1.  All lighting is subject to necessary electrical permits.  
2.  Freestanding and building-mounted signs adjacent to an R district shall be illuminated 
only during hours when the establishment is open for business.  
3.  External lighting shall be properly shielded to prevent glare upon an adjacent public 
right-of-way or adjacent property.  
4.  Illumination shall be constant in intensity and color and shall not consist of flashing, 
animated or changing lights.   
 
F.   Changeable Copy. Changeable copy shall cover no more than 25 percent of the total sign 
area, except for the following uses which are exempt from this restriction: churches and 
establishments for religious assembly, cinemas, gas station gas price signs, indoor theaters, 
schools, colleges, and signs that flash the time and temperature.   
 
G.  Construction and Maintenance.   
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1.  Unless exempt, signs and supporting structures shall be installed in accordance with the 
Building Code.   
2.  All signs, together with all supporting structures, shall be maintained in the following 
manner:  
a.  Signs shall be kept free of rust, dirt and chipped, cracked or peeling paint.  
b. All hanging, dangling, torn or frayed parts of signs shall be promptly repaired and 
graffiti and unauthorized attachments shall be removed.  
c. Burned-out illumination shall be promptly replaced.  
d. Sign areas shall be kept free and clear of all noxious substances, rubbish, and weeds.  
 
3.  If a sign is removed from its supporting structure for longer than 90 days, the supporting 
structure shall be removed.  
 
H.  Abandoned Signs. Sign faces shall be removed or made blank within 60 days after the 
activity, product, business, service or other use which was being advertised has ceased or 
vacated the premises. Any signs not removed or made blank within this time shall be 
removed pursuant to the removal procedures set forth in Section 17.68.110 of this Chapter.  
 
I.  Substitution of Sign Message. The owner of a permitted sign may substitute a non-
commercial message for a commercial message or a commercial message for a non-
commercial message.   
 
J.  Encroachment into Public Street or Sidewalk. Any sign projecting over a public street or 
sidewalk requires approval of the Director or City Engineer, except that projecting signs and 
pole signs are allowed a maximum encroachment of 12 inches over a public street or 
sidewalk subject to approval of an encroachment permit.   
 
K.  Clearance from Utilities. Signs and their supporting structures shall maintain clearance and 
not interfere with electrical conductors, communications equipment or lines, surface and 
underground facilities and conduits for water, sewage, gas, electricity and communications 
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equipment or lines. Signs shall not be placed in public utility easements unless express 
written permission from the affected public utility is obtained.  
 
L.  Drainage.  The roofs of canopies or marquees exceeding 25 square feet shall be drained to 
prevent dripping or flow onto public sidewalks or streets and shall be connected to an 
approved disposal source of adequate conductors.   
 
M.  Sign Orientation. No sign, other than a projecting sign, shall be permitted that is so 
oriented as to be viewed primarily across an adjacent private property line. All signs must 
be visible directly from a public right-of-way, other public open space or parking lot or 
courtyard on the same site as the sign, without view lines extending over private property 
different from that on which the sign is located.  
 
N.  Lighting. Light sources shall be steady, and stationary lighting shall not be distracting to 
pedestrians, motorists and neighboring property. No sign shall emit or reflect light 
exceeding ten foot-candle power at ten feet from the face of the sign.   
 
17.68.050 Regulations for Residential Districts.  
 
The following regulations shall apply to all R districts, as well as residential dwellings located in 
nonresidential districts. Sign permits shall be required for the sign types described in the 
following zones unless expressly exempted.  
 
A.  Multi-family Dwellings. One building-mounted sign or monument sign per multi-family 
dwelling complex of four or more units is permitted, with a maximum sign area of 20 square 
feet.   
 
B.  Hotels, Motels, and Bed and Breakfast Establishments.   
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1.  R2 Districts. One surface sign or monument sign per bed and breakfast establishment 
and attraction boards as provided in the Section 17.68.070(C)(5) are permitted with a 
maximum sign area of 0.5 square feet per linear foot of building frontage.  
 
2.  R3 and R4 Districts.  Signs may be permitted in accordance with the provisions for 
commercial zones as provided in Section 17.68.060 below as well as attraction boards as 
provided in Section 17.68.070(C)(5).   
 
C.  Subdivision or Tract Name Signs. One non-illuminated sign not to exceed 24 square feet in 
area or one non-illuminated sign not to exceed 12 square feet in area, per exclusive 
entrance to a subdivision or tract name with a maximum of four per tract is permitted.   
 
1.  Maximum Sign Area. 30 square feet.   
2.  Maximum Height. 8 feet.  
 
D.  Mobile Home Parks. A mobile home park may be allowed one externally illuminated or non-
illuminated identification sign, not to exceed the equivalent of one square foot of sign area 
per ten linear feet of frontage on each right-of-way upon which it takes vehicular access. No 
sign shall have a surface area of greater than 30 square feet or be erected at right angles to 
the right-of-way.   
 
1.  Maximum Sign Area. 30 square feet.   
2.  Maximum Height. 8 feet.  
 
E.  Non-residential Uses. One building-mounted sign or monument sign per each allowable 
non-residential uses is permitted.  
 
1.  Maximum Sign Area.  0.5 square feet per linear foot of building frontage up to 24 square 
feet.  
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2.  Maximum Height.  15 feet above finished grade for building-mounted signs and eight 
feet for monument signs.   
 
17.68.060  Regulations for Commercial, Mixed-Use and Industrial Districts   
 
The following standards apply to signs in commercial, mixed-use and industrial zones.   
 
A.  Sign Area and Allowable Signs. Signage in Commercial, Mixed-Use, and Industrial zoning 
districts shall comply with the standards in Table 17.68 – B.   
 
1.  Calculation of Sign Area.  For individual signs, the sign area of the proposed sign shall 
be multiplied by the sign factor specified in Table 17.68 – B to calculate the sign area to 
be applied towards the maximum sign area allowed.   
2.  Minimum Sign Area.  All commercial, mixed-use, and industrial uses shall be allowed a 
minimum sign area of 20 square feet.  
 
B.  Sign Placement.  Signs shall be oriented towards the public street or the harbor frontage on 
which they are located, or where no such public right-of-way or harbor frontage exists, signs 
shall be oriented towards a common use parking lot or interior courtyard. Where the 
principal sign for a business is located so that it cannot be seen by pedestrian traffic, an 
identification sign, in addition to that otherwise allowed by this Chapter, may be permitted.  
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TABLE 17.68 – B: SIGN AREA AND SIGN STANDARDS FOR COMMERCIAL, MIXED-USE, AND INDUSTRIAL DISTRICTS  
Zoning Districts Sign Area Allowed 
(sq. ft. per 1 linear ft. of 
building frontage) 
Total 
Maximum Sign 
Area (sq. ft.) 
Permitted Sign 
Types 
Sign 
Type 
Factor 
Maximum 
Number of Signs 
Maximum  
Sign Area Per (sq. ft.)  
 
Additional Regulations 
Frontage: Primary Secondary       
C1, MCR, CVS, 
GO, WF,  and 
GC 
0.5  100   Awning and 
Canopy 
1  24   Section 17.68.070(A)(1) 
    Projecting 1 1 per frontage 16; 8 under a canopy or 
awning 
Section 17.68.070(A)(3) 
    Wall 2 2 per frontage 24 Section 17.68.070(A)(4)                                    
    Marquee 1  1.5 per linear ft. Section of   
building frontage  
Section 17.68.070(A)(2) 
    Monument 3 1 per site 24 Section 17.68.070(B)(1) 
    Temporary 
Sidewalk 
1 1 per site 12 Section 17.68.070(B)(3) 
C2, CF, M1, M2  
H & MMR 
2 1 200 Awning and 
Canopy 
1 1 per site 60 Section 17.68.070(A)(1) 
    Wall 1 1 per building or 
tenant space  
 
25 Section 17.68.070(A)(4) 
    Window 2 2 per frontage  Section 17.68.070(A) 
    Monument 2 1 per frontage 60 Section 17.68.070(B)(1) 
    Pole 3 1 per site or 
shopping center 
60 Section 17.68.070(B)(2) 
1. For buildings facing on more than one public right-of-way  
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17.68.070   Specific Sign Types and Standards  
 
A.  Building-Mounted Signs. Building-mounted signs consist of wall signs, awning and canopy 
signs, projecting signs, and marquee signs. There is no limit on the maximum number of 
building mounted signs, provided that the total size of all such signs does not exceed the 
total maximum signage area permitted for all signs in the zoning district where the sign is 
located, established by Sections 17.68.050 and 17.68.060.   
 
 
 
 
1. Awning and Canopy Signs.  Signs painted on awnings, canopies, arcades, or similar 
attachments or structures. Sign area for awning and canopy signs is calculated as the area 
within a single continuous enclosure around only the copy area of the lettering or logo of 
the sign. Awning and canopy signs are also subject to the specific zoning district standards 
in 17.68.050 and 17.68.060.  
a. Maximum Height. 25 feet above a sidewalk or public right-of-way.  
b. Marquee Signs. A sign permanently affixed to a marquee is allowed in 
conjunction with theaters, museums, galleries, and similar uses. Removable copy 
may be changed on the face of permitted marquee signs without securing a sign 
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permit. Marquee signs are subject to the specific zoning district standards in 
17.68.050 and 17.68.060.  
c. Maximum Height. Marquee signs may not project above the marquee face.   
 
 
 
 
2.  Projecting Signs.  Signs under canopies or covers in conjunction with pedestrian walkways, 
or signs projecting from the building wall. Projecting signs are subject to the specific zoning 
district standards in 17.68.080.  
a.  Minimum Height. 8 feet above a sidewalk or other public right-of-way.   
b.  Maximum Height. 20 ft. above a sidewalk or other public right-of-way, but not above 
an eave or roof.  
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 3.  Wall Surface Signs (“Wall” Signs).  Wall surface signs include any sign attached to, erected 
against or painted upon the wall of a building or structure, the face of which is in a single 
plane parallel to the plane of the wall. Wall signs also include signs on a false or mansard 
roof. Wall signs are subject to the standards in Table 17.68 – C. No wall surface sign may 
cover wholly or partially any required wall opening. Wall signs are also subject to the 
specific zoning district standards in 17.68.050 and 17.68.060.  
  
TABLE 17.68 – C: WALL SURFACE SIGN STANDARDS  
Minimum Horizontal and Vertical Separation 
Between Signs 
3 ft. 
Maximum Projection from Surface of Building 12 in 
Minimum Vertical Separation Between Sign and 
Roof Line  
1 ft. (8 inches on a fascia or 
mansard roof) 
Maximum Height 20 ft. above a sidewalk or 
Above public right-of-way.  
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B.  Freestanding Signs. Freestanding signs consist of signs not attached to a building or 
structure, including monument signs and pole signs. Freestanding signs shall not interfere 
with safety sight angles on corners and at driveways. No more than one freestanding sign is 
allowed on a site.   
 
1. Monument Signs. Freestanding signs erected on the ground or on a monument base 
designed as an architectural unit. Monument signs are also subject to the specific zoning 
district standards in 17.68.050 and 17.68.060.  
a. Maximum Height. six feet six inches. eight feet if setback a minimum of five feet 
from property line.   
b.  Minimum Setbacks – C1 and C2, CVS, and MCR Districts. one foot from setback 
line.   
c.  Landscaping.  Signs higher than six feet six inches shall be placed in a 
landscaped planter or berm. As a condition of any sign permit for a monument 
sign, additional landscaping of the site may be required to better integrate sign 
appearance with the site.  
 
2.  Pole Signs.   
 
a.   Landscaping.  Pole signs shall be placed within a landscaped planter with at least 28 
square feet of planting area. As a condition of any sign permit for a pole sign, additional 
landscaping of the property may be required where needed to better integrate sign 
appearance with the site through scale and softening effects.   
b.   Design.  Such signs and their supporting elements shall be designed so as to be 
harmonious with any building or structures on the site, including architectural style, 
colors and scale.   
c.   Maximum Height. 15 feet; 25 feet within 200 feet of Highway 1, subject to approval of a 
conditional use permit.   
d.   Other Requirements. Pole signs are subject to the specific zoning district standards in 
17.6.050 and 17.68.060.  
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3.  Temporary Sidewalk Signs. Signs not permanently attached to the ground or any other 
permanent supporting structure, such as “A-frame” or sandwich type sign, and sidewalk or 
curb signs. Temporary sidewalk signs shall not impede safe pedestrian circulation. 
Temporary sidewalk signs are subject to the specific zoning district standards in 17.68.050 
and  
 
 
 
 
17.68.060. C.  Other Sign Types.  
 
1. Display Structures.  Display structures for pedestrian viewing, as defined in this Chapter, are 
permitted in any commercial district. Such display structures must comply with building 
setback requirements, and shall be illuminated only by indirect light or diffused light. The 
maximum sign area is 50 percent of the maximum building mounted sign area allowance for 
the building and frontage with which they are associated.   
 
2.  Special Private Event Displays and Grand Opening Signs. Temporary signs and wind signs 
may be erected on the premises of an establishment having a grand opening or special event 
provided that such signs shall be displayed for a period not to exceed thirty calendar days 
previous to such event. These signs shall be removed within seven days after the event, and 
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such signs may be used for not more than two periods each calendar year for any property 
or business.   
 
3.   Directional and Community Promotional Display Programs. Directional and community 
promotion sign programs advertising, directing or informing pedestrian of business service or 
community events and services not related to or located on the site shall be permitted on 
private property in C districts, and on public land with the granting of an encroachment 
permit.   
 
4.  Civic Event Signs.  Temporary signs announcing a campaign drive or event of a civic, public, 
quasi-public, philanthropic, educational or religious organization.   
a.  Maximum Sign Area. 32 square feet.   
b. Maximum Time Period. 30 days. Such signs shall be removed within 15 days after the 
event.  
 
5.  Attraction Boards for Hotels. Motels and Bed and Breakfast Establishments.  An attached 
or detached attraction board, not to exceed five square feet in sign area, is allowed, 
provided it is included within the calculation of the maximum allowable sign area for a hotel, 
motel, or bed and breakfast establishment.   
 
17.68.080 General Design Principles  
 
The following principles are general criteria that should be considered in the design of all signs. 
Creative design is strongly encouraged, and signs should make a positive contribution to the 
aesthetic appearance of the street or commercial area where they are located. These principles 
will be used in reviewing and approving proposed signs and Master Sign Programs (see Section 
17.68.100).   
 
A.  Visibility. A sign shall be conspicuous and readily distinguished from its surroundings.   
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B.  Legibility. The size and proportion of the elements of the sign's message, including logos, 
letters, icons and other graphic images, shall be selected based on the average distance and 
average travel speed of the viewer. Sign messages oriented towards pedestrians may be 
smaller than those oriented towards automobile drivers. Colors chosen for the sign text 
and/or graphics shall have sufficient contrast with the sign background in order to be easily 
read during both day and night hours.  
 
C.  Readability. A sign message should be easily recognized and designed in a clear, 
unambiguous and concise manner, so that a viewer can understand or make sense of what 
appears on the sign. Excessive use of large areas of several colors can create competition 
for the eye and significantly reduce readability.   
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D.  Architectural Compatibility. A sign (including its supporting structure, if any) shall be 
designed as an integral design element of a building’s architecture, and shall be 
architecturally compatible, including color and scale, with any building to which the sign is 
to be attached and with surrounding structures. A sign which covers a window, or which 
spills over "natural" boundaries or architectural features and obliterates parts of upper floor 
of buildings is detrimental to visual order and may not be permitted.  
 
E.  Consistency with Area Character. A sign should be consistent with distinct area or district 
characteristics and incorporate common design elements such as sign materials or themes. 
Where signs are located in close proximity with a residential area, the sign should be 
designed and located so they have little or no impact on adjacent residential 
neighborhoods.  
 
 
 
17.68.090 Zoning Clearance or Sign Permit Required   
 
A.  Authority. No sign, other than an exempt sign, shall be erected or altered, without first 
obtaining a zoning clearance or sign permit from the Director. The Director may attach 
reasonable conditions on the approval of the sign permit to help ensure compliance with 
this Chapter. These conditions may require the removal, modification or relocation of 
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existing signs where the proposed sign(s) would be located on sites where existing signs are 
nonconforming.   
 
B.  Application Requirements. Applications for a sign permit shall be made in writing upon 
forms furnished by the Director, accompanied by the required fee and plans drawn to scale 
and with all of the following information. Where the scale and scope of the sign proposal so 
warrants, the Director may waive some of the informational requirements listed below, 
provided all information necessary for adequate review of the proposal is submitted.   
 
1. The proposed design, dimensions, copy, color, lighting methods and location of the sign 
on the site, including the dimensions of the sign’s supporting members, and details of all 
connections, guy lines, supports and footings, and materials to be used.  
 
2. The maximum and minimum height of the sign.  
 
3.  The location of off-street parking facilities, including entries and exits where directional 
signs are proposed.  
 
4.  The size and dimension of all signs existing on the site.  
 
5.  The location and horizontal frontage of any building(s) on the property, both existing and 
proposed.  
 
6.  Any other information deemed necessary by the Director.  
 
C.  Required Findings. In approving a sign permit, the Director must find that:  
 
1. The size, shape, color, materials, design and location of the sign conforms to the design 
principles and standards of this Chapter.  
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2. Signs on all proposed buildings or new additions to existing buildings are designed as an 
integral part of the total building design.   
 
3. The location of the proposed sign and the design of its visual elements (lettering, 
words, figures, colors, decorative motifs, spacing and proportions) are legible under 
normal viewing conditions that prevail where the sign is to be installed.   
 
4. Review of signs at city entryways as defined in the Scenic Highway Element of the 
General Plan shall also be subject to the following provisions:   
 
a. Sign area, height and location of signs shall be designed so as not to interfere with 
view corridors as defined and specified in the General Plan/Local Coastal Plan.   
b. Freestanding signs shall not exceed eight feet in height except within two hundred 
feet of Highway 1 or Highway 41. Where feasible, all freestanding signs within or along 
city entryways shall be placed within a landscaped planter.   
 
17.68.100 Master Sign Program  
 
A.  Applicability. Any site having four or more non-residential occupants shall submit a master 
sign program to be reviewed and approved by the decision-making authority for the use 
(e.g. the Director or the Planning Commission). Any site having three or fewer non-
residential occupants may submit a master sign program to be reviewed and approved by 
the decision-making authority. Additionally, projects involving construction or renovation of 
more than 25,000 square feet of space in the commercial and mixed use districts shall 
submit a master sign program which must be approved prior to issuance of any occupancy 
permit.  
 
B.  Application Requirements. Applications for approval of a master sign program shall be 
submitted to the Director and shall include the following:  
 
1. Master Sign Program. A Master Sign Program, drawn to scale, delineating the site 
proposed to be included within the signing program and the general location of all signs.  
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2. Drawings and Sketches. Drawings and/or sketches indicating the exterior surface details 
of all buildings on the site on which wall signs, directory signs, ground signs or projecting 
signs are proposed.  
 
3. Statement for Modifications. A statement of the reasons for any requested 
modifications to the regulations or standards of this Chapter.  
 
4. Sign Standards. A written program specifying sign standards, including color, size, 
construction details, placement, and necessity for City review for distribution to future 
tenants.  
 
C.   Allowable Modifications. A Master Sign Program may provide for additional sign area and 
other deviations from the standards of this Chapter, provided that the Master Sign 
Program is consistent with the provisions of Sections 17.68.040 and 17.68.080.   
 
D.   Required Findings. In approving a Master Sign Program, the decision-making authority shall 
find that all of the following are met:  
 
1. The proposed signs are compatible in style and character with any building to which the 
sign is to be attached, any surrounding structures, and any adjoining signage on the site;  
 
2.    Future tenants will be provided adequate opportunities to construct, erect or maintain 
a sign for identification; and  
 
3.  Directional signage and building addressing is adequate for pedestrian and vehicular 
circulation and emergency vehicle access.   
 
E.   Conditions of Approval. The Planning Commission may attach any reasonable conditions 
necessary to carry out the intent of the Master Sign Program requirement, while still 
permitting each sign user opportunities for effective identification and communication.  
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F.   Administrative Approval of Signs Consistent with Master Sign Program. Following approval 
of a Master Sign Program, the Director is authorized to issue building permits or other 
permits, as deemed necessary, to install signs that conform to an approved Master Sign 
Program. Minor modifications of individual sign area may be approved, provided the 
maximum allowed by an approved Master Sign Program is not exceeded.  
 
17.68.110 Maintenance, Abandonment and Removal  
 
A.   Maintenance.  Every sign, including those signs for which no permit is required, together 
with all supports braces, guys and anchors shall be maintained in a safe, presentable and 
good structural condition at all times. The display surfaces of all signs shall be kept neatly 
painted, posted or otherwise maintained at all times. The owner of property on which the 
sign is located shall be responsible for the condition of the area in the vicinity of the sign, 
and shall be required to keep this area clear, sanitary and free from noxious or offensive 
substances, rubbish and flammable waste materials.   
 
B.   Abandonment. The following signs shall be presumed to be abandoned:  
 
1.  Located on Property. Any sign which is located on property that becomes vacant and is 
unoccupied for a period of three months or longer.  
2.  Unrelated to Property. Any sign which was erected for an occupant or business 
unrelated to the present occupant or business, except existing, nonconforming outdoor 
off-site freestanding signs.  
3.  Time, Event or Purpose Sign. Any sign which pertains to a time, event or purpose which 
no longer exists.  
4.  Temporarily Suspended Business. Permanent signs applicable to a business temporarily 
suspended because of a change of ownership or management of such business shall not 
be deemed abandoned unless the property remains vacant for a period of six months or 
more.   
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C.  Removal.  Abandoned signs are found to be a public nuisance due to their misleading and 
distracting nature and due to their contributing to visual blight, detrimental to surrounding 
areas and the community generally. An abandoned sign is prohibited and shall be removed 
by the property owner.   
 
17.68.120 Provisions for Nonconforming and Illegal Signs  
 
A.  Existing Non-conforming Signs. Signs existing at the time of adoption of this Title, that do not 
comply with the provisions of this Chapter but that were legally erected pursuant to 
applicable state and city ordinances in effect at the time of construction, shall be regarded 
as nonconforming signs, subject to the following:   
 
1.   Use Change. Whenever the type of business or use with which a nonconforming sign is 
associated changes, the nonconforming sign associated with business shall be removed 
or otherwise made to conform to the provisions of this Chapter.   
 
2.   Limited Expansion. A nonconforming sign may not be expanded, extended, 
reconstructed, or altered in any way in its location or orientation to enable it to be read 
or viewed from a different direction than its original position. Except in the following 
cases:   
 
a. Such sign may be removed for purposes of repair and routine maintenance, 
including painting, provided such sign is replaced within 60 days of its removal;   
 
b. Changes in sign face, copy, graphic design or color are permitted.   
 
c. Such sign may be removed for the purpose of remodeling a building provided 
replacement occurs within 30 days after remodeling is completed.   
 
d. If change in ownership of the business occurs, without any change to the type of 
business advertised by a nonconforming sign, the new owner may change any name 
or names on such sign provided that there is no change in the sign size, 
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configuration or orientation.  
 
3.  Other Requirements. Nonconforming signs are also subject to the provisions of Chapter 
17.68: Nonconforming Uses and Structures.   
 
B.  Illegal Signs. Whenever a sign is found to be erected or maintained in violation of any 
provision of this Chapter, this Title, or any other Federal, State, or local law, and such sign 
is not a nonconforming sign (e.g. it was a legal sign under the sign regulations in effect 
prior to adoption of the ordinance codified in this Chapter), the Director shall order that 
such sign be altered, repaired, reconstructed, demolished or removed, as may be 
appropriate, to abate such condition or the Director may initiate proceedings to abate the 
sign as a public nuisance under the provisions of the Business and Professional Code 
(Sections 5499.1 to 5499.16). Any work required to be done shall be completed within ten 
days of the date of such order, unless otherwise specified in writing.  
 
17.68.130 Appeals of Sign Permits  
 
17.68.130.A  Rights of Appeal  
 
A.  Persons Who May Appeal. Except as provided for elsewhere in this Title, appeals may be 
made by the following persons, in the following instances:  
 
1.  Local Appeals. Appeals to the Planning Commission or City Council may be filed by the 
applicant, by the owner of property, or by any other person aggrieved by a decision that is 
subject to appeal under the provisions of this Title.  
 
B.  Final Decision Required. Unless otherwise specified by Federal or State law, an appeal must 
be brought and a final decision rendered by the hearing body before the matter may be 
appealed to a court of law.  
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17.68.130 Time Limits   
 
Unless otherwise specified in State or Federal law, all appeals shall be filed within 10 days of the 
date of action.,  
 
17.36.040 Local Appeals  
 
A.  Proceedings Stayed by Appeal. The timely filing of an appeal shall stay all proceedings in the 
matter appealed, including, but not limited to, the issuance of City building permits and 
business licenses.  
 
B.  Appeals of Director Decisions. A decision of the Director on any application may be 
appealed to the Planning Commission by filing a written appeal with the Planning 
Department. The appeal shall identify the decision being appealed and shall clearly and 
concisely state the reasons for the appeal.   
 
C.  Appeals of Planning Commission Decisions. Decisions of the Planning Commission may be 
appealed to the City Council by filing a written appeal with the City Clerk.  The appeal shall 
identify the decision being appealed and shall clearly and concisely state the reasons for the 
appeal.   
 
D.  Transmission of Record. The Director, or in the case of appeals to the City Council, the City 
Clerk, shall schedule the appeal for consideration by the authorized appellate body within 
60  days of the date the appeal was filed. The Director shall forward the appeal, the Notice 
of Action, and all other documents that constitute the record to the appellate body. The 
Director also shall prepare a staff report that responds to the issues raised by the appeal 
and may include a recommendation for action.   
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E.  Appellate Body Action. The appellate body shall review the appeal, the administrative 
record, and any written correspondence submitted after the appeal has been filed, and may 
take one of the following actions:   
 
1.  Conduct a public hearing and decide on the action; or  
 
2. Remand the matter to the decision-making body or official to cure a deficiency in the 
record or the proceedings.  
 
F.   No “De Novo” Review. At an appeal or review, the appellate body shall consider only the 
same application, plans, and related project materials that were the subject of the original 
decision.  
 
G.   Appellate Body Decision. The appellate body shall render its decision within 60 days of the 
date the hearing is closed unless State law requires a shorter deadline. An action to grant an 
appeal shall require a majority vote of the appellate body members. A tie vote shall have 
the effect of rejecting the appeal.   
 
H.   Standards of Review. When reviewing any decision on appeal, the appellate body shall use 
the same standards for decision-making required for the original decision. The appellate 
body may adopt the same decision and findings as were originally approved.   
 
17.12 Definitions  
 
Abandoned Sign. A sign that no longer applies to a business space, building, or site, due to lack 
of a valid business license, change of business name, or for any other reason that renders the 
sign not applicable to the premises involved.  
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Attraction Board means a device used to display information regarding conveniences, services 
and rates currently offered by facilities providing temporary accommodation.  
 
Banners.  A temporary sign of fabric, plastic, paper or other light pliable material not enclosed 
in a rigid frame, and which is suspended, mounted, or attached to buildings or poles at two 
ends or continuously across its longest side so as to allow movements of the sign by 
atmospheric conditions.  
 
Bench sign means a sign located on any part of the surface of a bench or seat placed on or 
adjacent to a public right-of-way. 
 
Billboard means the same as outdoor off-site freestanding sign. 
 
Building Mounted Sign. Any sign mounted or erected on or against any building or façade and 
includes all walls signs, awning and canopy signs and projecting signs.  
 
Business Sign. Any interior or exterior sign which is intended to identify the name or portions of 
the business name and which is viewable from any exterior area open to the public.   
 
Canopy shall refer to an ornamental roof like structure upon which a sign may be attached or 
otherwise affixed which is usually located over gasoline pumps.  
 
Changeable Copy sign means a sign designed so that characters, letters or illustrations can be 
changed or rearranged without substantially altering the face or the surface of the sign.  
 
Construction Sign. A sign displayed by a contractor, subcontractor, or architect on a project site 
whenever a building permit has been issued for construction, alteration, or repair of a structure 
and when work is in progress on site pursuant to such permit.  
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Directory Sign. A collection of signs which list names of individual businesses located in a single 
building, courtyard, or property. Directories are located on private property at one or more 
entrance(s) facing or near the public right of way.  
 
Freestanding sign means any sign which is supported by one or more uprights, poles or braces 
in or upon the ground which are not a part of any building or enclosed within the exterior walls 
of any building, and are separated there from by a distance of a least six inches. 
 
Frontage constitutes for purposes of computing allowable sign area, the linear measurement in 
feet of the property line directly fronting on a public street, or other public right-of-way to 
which such sign is oriented, excluding California State Highway One 
 
Height of a sign means the greatest vertical distance measured from the ground level directly 
beneath the sign to the top of the sign or from the nearest property line fronting on a public 
street, whichever is lower.  
 
Illuminated Sign. A sign which radiates light from any internal source or is backlit and is visible 
from any public right-of-way or from any area open to the public.   
 
Marquee Sign.  A projecting sign that is part of a permanent entryway or canopy and 
traditionally associated with theaters. A marquee may include a projecting vertical sign 
extending above the cornice line of a building.  
 
Master Sign Plan. A coordinated program of all signs, including exempt and temporary signs for 
a business, or businesses if applicable, located on a development site. The sign program shall 
include, but not be limited to, indications of the locations, dimensions, colors, letter styles and 
sign types of all signs to be installed on a site.  
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Monument Sign. A freestanding sign not erected on one or more poles or similar structures but 
erected to rest on the ground or to rest on a monument base designed as an architectural unit.  
 
Nonconforming Sign. Any sign that existed prior to a change in the municipal code that 
prohibits such signs or any sign installed without approval from the City that requires approval 
by the City.   
 
Open House Sign. An open house sign advertises that a house is open for view as part of the 
sale or exchange of the property.   
 
Outdoor-off-site freestanding sign means a sign placed for the purpose of advertising products 
or services that are not produced, stored or sold on the property or any other subject no 
related to the property or use of the property, upon which the sign is located. 
 
Real Estate Sign. A sign identifying that a property is for sale, lease, exchange, or rent. The 
purpose of this sign is to help owners in the sale of their property by providing information on 
the location of the property to potential buyers without impairing the appearance of the 
community.   
 
Roof Sign. Any sign erected, constructed, and maintained wholly upon or over the roof  
of any building.  
 
Signs.  Any object, structure, symbol, emblem, logo, or display, or any combination thereof, 
which is intended to or does identify, attract attention to, advertise, or communicate 
information of any kind to the public. See also Chapter 17.68: Signs.   
 
Sign Area. The entire area of a sign calculated for maximum sign area purposes, pursuant to 
Chapter 17.68:  
 
 A-272 
Sign Face. The surface or surfaces used for the display of a sign message as seen from any one 
direction.  
 
Snipe Sign. An off-site sign which is tacked, nailed, posted, pasted, glued or otherwise attached 
to trees, poles, stakes, fences or to other objects.  
 
Temporary Sign. A sign or advertising display designed or intended to be displayed for a short 
period of time.   
 
Wall Sign. Any sign that is fastened, affixed, or attached to and erected parallel to a building 
wall.  
 
Window sign means any sign placed inside or upon a window facing the outside and which is 
intended to be seen from the exterior.  
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Appendix 6.3 Current and Draft Ordinance Matrix 
 
MB Current Ordinance MB Draft Ordinance
Allowable 
Sign Area by 
Zone
Commercial 
Only surface signs: 2 s.f. per 
l inear ft. frontage. Two or more 
types of signs: 1 s.f. per l inear 
ft. frontage
C1, MCR, CVS, WF, and GC 
zones: 0.5 s.f. per l inear ft. 
frontage (100 s.f max) ; C2, CF, 
H, MMR zones: 2 s.f. per l inear 
ft. frontage (200 s.f. max)
Industrial Same as Commercial 2 s.f. per l inear ft. frontage; 200 
s.f. max
Agriculture 8 s.f. max per property NA
Residential Multifamily dwelling of more 
than four attached units:  
20 s.f. 20 s.f.
Other non-residential uses 0.5 s.f. per l inear ft., or 24 s.f. 
(whichever is less)
0.5 s.f. per l inear ft. ; 24 s.f. 
max.
Hotels, motels,  bed/breakfast See Commercial zone standards R2: 0.5 s.f. per l inear ft.; R3/R4: 
See Commercial zone standards
Subdivision or tract name signs 24 s.f. max, or up to four 12 s.f. 
signs at entrances
24 s.f. max, or up to four 12 s.f. 
signs at entrances
Mobile home parks
1 s.f. per 10 l inear ft. of 
frontage on each right-of-way. 
30 s.f. max
1 s.f. per 10 l inear ft. of 
frontage on each right-of-way. 
30 s.f. max
General Office 1 s.f. per l inear ft. 0.5 s.f. per l inear ft. ; 100 s.f. 
max
Other Zones NA
Harbor: 2 s.f. per l inear ft. 
frontage; 200 s.f. max
Temporary 
Commercial 
Signs
25% of window area or 10 s.f., 
whichever less. Allowed for 30 
days,
NA
Sign 
Allowances Billboards Not allowed Not Allowed
A-Frame Not allowed Not Allowed
Digital Signs Not allowed Not Allowed
Pole Signs
Allowed in 
commercial/industrial zones
Allowed in C2, CF, M1, M2, H, 
MMR zones
Cloth Banners
Not allowed Not Allowed
Roof Signs Not allowed Not Allowed
Approximate 
Length of 
code's text
7,600 words 7,900
